


THE
BLACK DEATH
A Turning Point in History?

Edited by WILLIAM M. BOWSKY
University of California, Davis

HOLT, RINEHART AND WINSTON
New York • Chicago • San Francisco • Atlanta

Dallas • Montreal • Toronto • London • Sydney

1971



INTRODUCTION

One of our most pressing concerns today is that mankind may unleash upon \

itself the holocaust of a nuclear war whose fire storm, fallout, and radiation would

dwarf the horrors of the atomic destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945.

Six centuries ago European civilization experienced a frighteningly analogous

disaster: at least one out of foiir men, women, and children, more than twenty

million in all, died terribly— victims of what came to be called the Black Death. /

The toll was at least double the number of those who perished in western Europe'

during World War II.

The evil that confronted our late medieval forebears was even worse in some

ways than that which we ourselves contemplate. We can anticipate the catastrophe

intellectually, if not emotionally, and, perhaps more important, we act as though

we believe that our own actions, if wisely chosen, can avert it. Men of the four-

teenth century were ignorant of the affliction that assailed them. They lacked

the knowledge with which to respond or save themselves. And when it early ap-

peared that prayers and pious intercession were of no avail, fear could lead to a

broad if not always attractive range of manifestations of intense religiosity and

emotion.

The horror known as the Black Death of 1348 resulted from a complex com-\

bination of events whose nature has become known only in recent years. The '

plague bacillus. Pasture lla pestis, is common among certain rodents and ordi-

narily causes them only mild infection and few fatalities. But when infected ro-

\ dents live in close proximity to humans and are heavily infested with a particular

type of flea (Xenopsylla cheopis), the situation changes radically. This flea is so

constructed that its sucking mechanism is easily blocked when it is laden with

plague bacilli. That valvular obstruction prevents the flea from feeding by suck- /

ing in blood. Instead it ejects deadly plague bacilli as it repeatedly punctures/

its victim in vain attempts to feed.

All too common in the mid-fourteenth century was the black rat (Rattus

rattus), which is accustomed to live close to men and whose fleas are among those

that will attack humans most readily.^ From those fleas there first spread the

' The displacement of the black rat by the more rural and more ferocious brown rat (R. norvegicus)
in the eighteenth century helps to account for the termination of a long series of plague epidemics
in western Europe.
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bubonic plague, so called from the buboes, or swellings, that appear in the areas

of the victim's lymph glands. Some sufferers of bubonic plague contracted pneu-

monia, and from it the far more deadly pneumonic plague. This extremely in-

fectious airborne disease is almost always fatal -ordinarily within only four days.

(As men do not develop immunity to pneumonic plague, it apparently died out

only when a sufficient number of victims became infected so rapidly and heavily

that they never lived long enough to reach the coughing stage.) Nor were men

spared septicemic plague, which occurs only in the most severe outbreaks. With

this type of plague the sufferer's bloodstream became infected so heavily that

there was no time for buboes to appear; victims often died within a few hours.

All three varieties of plague cursed Europe from late 1347 through 1350y/^

This catastrophe burned itself indelibly into the minds of contemporaries,

and survivors wrote of it vividly and in minute detail, as is seen from the read-

ings in the first section. The most famous account was composed during the years

immediately following the disaster of 1348. It is contained in the introduction

to the Decameron, the vernacular prose masterpiece of the Florentine humanist

Giovanni Boccaccio. Its powerful descriptions of the epidemic's course and of

its effects in the Florentine city and countryside are strikingly dramatic. It is

instructive to compare this polished literary description with that of a chronicler,

Agnolo di Tura del Grasso ("the Fat"), from the city of Siena, less than forty miles

south of Florence. Reporting on the plague was not restricted to Italians or to

laymen. A most interesting account is that of a French Carmelite friar, Jean de

Venette. In comparing his treatment of the plague with those of Boccaccio and

Agnolo it is worth sorting out the similarities and the differences in emphasis,

nuance, description, and values. Which variations may be ascribed to contrasts

between clerics and laymen, Italians (or Tuscans!) and northern Europeans,

which to personal characteristics, and which indeed may result from the plague

having taken a diverse course or suscitated quite varied responses in the different

parts of Europe? (And it would be a mistake simply to discard these medieval

eyewitness accounts when they do not seem to accord with more recent "scienti-

fic" interpretations.)

Shared by all survivors was a stunned horror at the magnitude of the disaster.

Nor is this surprising since even low modern estimates reckon the loss of life m
the first epidemic, of 1348, to have been no less than one-fourth of the population

of Europe. This alone would lead one to expect that its effects were enormous.

Indeed many opponents of this view seem essentially to be trying to explain

away connections between the plague and various changes that occurred in post-

plague Europe, and to argue that such connections do not in fact exist but merely

result from the fallacy of post hoc reasoning— the assumption that because one

thing follows another there is a causal relationship between them.

To many modern writers it seems more reasonable to hold the opposite view,

and, in fact, to regard the Black Death of the mid-fourteenth century as one of
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the epoch-making events in history and a major factor in bringing about signif-

icant historical change. Specifically, it has been linked to the end of a medieval

civilization and the beginning of the modem world. Cardinal Francis Aidan

Gasquet put the case clearly in 1893 in The Great Pestilence. Among its conse-

quences in England he cites "the overthrow of the mediaeval system of serfdom,"

the change from a French to an English literary culture, a "great dearth of

[secular] clergy," and a loss of zeal among the monastic clergy of postplague

decades. He quotes approvingly "that the steady progress of the twelfth and thir-

teenth centuries was sudjienly checked in the fourteenth . . . the Black Death

swept off half the population and the whole social structure was disorganized."

"The plague," wTote Gasquet, "simply shattered [existing institutions]." Writing

large he saw the Black Death as the watershed between a Middle Ages marked

by hope and optimism and the "practical pessimism" that he found too common
in modern times.

This position was not abandoned in the twentieth cenXMvy. The late George

G. Coulton, a prolific and polemical medieval historian, inclined toward it in

his short book The Black Death (1929). He wrote that "this catastrophe . . . con-

tributed to hasten that impulse of independent research which we call the Re-

naissance, and that religious revolution, closely akin to it which we call the

Reformation. ... It will probably be more and more recognized that the Black

Death does, in fact, begin a new epoch in medieval society. . . . the plague shook,

even shattered, many things which were already decaying or unstable; while . . .

institutions founded solidly on deep human needs and movements inspired by

elementar\^ natural impulses, after the first shock, grew onwards ... at an in-

creasing rate."

In reading the following selections the student might weigh the extent to

which a single historical phenomenon, in this case the plague, appears to have

either marked or brought about significant turning points in various areas of

human endeavor and in the value systems commonly shared by European men.

Where did the Black Death ser\^e as a catalyst for changes that had already begun?

WTiere did it apparently have no lasting effects? Consider carefully, too, the pre-

sumptions brought to each argument, the types of questions posed, and the nature

of the evidence adduced by the scholars who address themselves to the problem

of the Black Death.

In the second section of this book we examine a few of the more important

writings on the general impact and significance of the Black Death in European

history.

The slaughter and upheaval of World War I horrified men and brought some

historians to think back to other great disasters of Western history. The medi-

evalist James Westfall Thompson puts forth a series of analogies and parallels

between the "Great War" of his own generation and the Black Death. Some read-

ers may be surprised at the apparent modernity of certain of his comparisons
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or at his use of psychology. All should try to ascertain the degree, if any, to which

the comparison seems forced or the evidence tailored to fit a Procrustean bed.

Emphasis upon the impact of the plague is not confined to those shaken by

World War I. As recently as 1969 the economic historian Harry A. Miskimin

wrote that "The most far-reaching event of the later Middle Ages was beyond

doubt the plague of 1348-49, reinforced in its effects by its subsequent recur-

rences. . . .

"^

Recent decades have seen a spate of research related to the plague, but far

from a unanimity of opinion, as scholars posed new and more varied questions.

In surveying the plague from numerous vantage points and considering its total

impact on Europe, Yves Renouard comes to the conclusion that it was indeed a

major event in world history. Elisabeth Carpentier argues that the plague's im-

pact can be seen properly only by viewing the disaster as a recurrent phenome-

non, to be seen as a totality, and not by confining our attention to the first great

epidemic of the mid-fourteenth century.

^^iiTrhe Russian scholar Evgenii Alekseevich Kosminskii takes an entirely dif-

ferent tack in a lucid illustration of the application of Marxist theory to a major

historical problem: he considers the plague in relation to the broad question

of the economic development of western Europe during the fourteenth and fif-

teenth centuries. Kosminskii directly attacks the theory held by a majority of

Western historians that this was a period of economic depression. In the course

of his provocative analysis he plays down the role of the plague as an important

causative factor in economic history.

Raymond Delatouche also deemphasizes the significance of the Black Death,

but for far different reasons. Attacking the Malthusian argument that a demo-

graphic crisis first occurred prior to the plague because the population had

outstripped the ability of agriculture to support it, he holds that agricultural

production could have been increased sufficiently to maintain a growing popula-

tion. Delatouche contends that the crisis of European civilization occurred more

than a half century before the Black Death, and was essentially a crisis of morale

and morality. The Black Death simply furthered the decline. Much of his argu-

mentation deals with France, and the student is invited to compare it with the

discussion of the plague in that country by other authors in this book, including

Jean de Venette, and to determine how much France and the impact of the plague

there were typical of Europe.

The Malthusian argument and the case for an economic depression that

started well before the arrival of the plague is best made by Michael M. Postan.

He holds that increasing population had led men to cultivate marginal lands,

lands whose fertility soon was exhausted and their yield diminished. Conceding

that the fourteenth-century epidemics "decimated population," Postan suggests

2 Harry A. Miskimin, The Economy of Early Renaissance Europe, 1300-1460 (New York: Prentice-

Hall, Inc., 1969), p. 134.
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that "recovery was slow and fitful" because "population and production in any

case were moving downwards,"

While agreeing that the Tuscan population had been declining for at least

a half century before the Black Death, David Herlihy completely rejects a Mal-

thusian explanation, and he poses a fascinating alternative in the course of a

provocative study of the Tuscan town of Pistoia. He suggests that "Although
natural disasters clearly played a role of major importance in Pistoia's demo-
graphic history, their impact was apparently aggravated, and recovery from
them delayed, by a low and unresponsive birth rate." The reader will want to

examine carefully how historians who agree upon certain specific data or even

long-term trends arrive at differing, even diametrically opposed interpretations.

The third section of readings allows us to test some of the broad generaliza-

tions presented earlier against the results of specific case studies for more limited

regions. Were the plague's effects everywhere the same and of equal intensity?

If there was variety, what caused it? Do scholars viewing the same localities reach

harmonious or contrasting conclusions— and to what extent does this depend
upon the questions they pose or the facets of life upon which they concentrate? .

Examining the plague in Germany, Philip Ziegler sees its peculiar mani-
festations there in religious and psychological excesses that gave rise to the mas-
ochism of self-flagellation and to bestial persecution of the Jews. One might ask

why the virulence of these phenomena was particularly great in Germany. Fried-

rich Lutge has a different vantage point, and claims that in Germany the plague

unleashed a structural revolution in socioeconomic history. And if one can agree

with John B. Henneman, Jr., its impact was no less in France— if we focus upon
constitutional and fiscal issues. Yet it is intriguing to compare these studies and
hypotheses with Charles Verlinden's analysis of the situation in Spain. He con-

cludes that in Spain the plague had no fundamental consequence, a "conclusion"

that he believes "is valid for all of Europe."

Much research related to the Black Death has concentrated upon England

\ because of the richness of its archival sources. The treatment by George A.

Miolmes is far more modern and sophisticated than that of Cardinal Gasquet. For

thi^ reason it is especially interesting to see that it follows in the same tradition

of mterpretation. Holmes sees the Black Death as one of the few truly decisive

turning points in English history, and argues his case from cultural as well as

social and economic developments. He accepts, however, the argumentation of

Postan that preplague England already was overpopulated, with land scarce, and
wages low. These contentions are challenged by Josiah C. Russell in a selection

from a scholarly article that permits the reader to examine and evaluate some
of the fascinating techniques developed for the study of medieval demography
as used by a pioneer and outstanding expert in this rapidly developing discipline.

Italy was the Western land first struck by the Black Death, and apparently

one of those that suffered the most. A particularly challenging examination of
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the plague in Italy is a detailed and technical analysis by the art historian Millard

Meiss. From his Painting in Florence and Siena after the Black Death (1959)

there emerges the theme that the crises of the 1340s, and the plague above all,

evoked both spiritual and artistic responses. Meiss finds that postplague art,

with its emphasis on the remoteness and majesty of divinity, resembles more

closely the art of the thirteenth century than the more optimistic art of the half

century that preceded the epidemic.

In the next selection Elisabeth Carpentier moves from a general considera-

tion of the Black Death to its impact upon the central Italian hill town of Orvieto,

about halfway between Florence and Rome. Most striking is the contrast between

her assessment of the plague's political, social, and economic effects on the one

hand, and its personal and psychological impact on the other. An analogous

study of the neighboring hill town of Siena by William M. Bowsky yields some-

what different results. Is this because of differences in the questions posed by

or the source materials available to each scholar, or due more to actual differ-

ences in plague impact and town response-and why, indeed, should these have

differed?

Abraham L. Udovitch takes us across the Mediterranean into Egypt. He

argues that a demographic crisis brought on by the Black Death was a major

factor in the economic decline of that land. His findings for Muslim Egypt can

be compared fruitfully with what we have learned of the role of the plague in

Christian Europe.

Analyses of the plague, its impact and significance, have become more re-

fined and nuanced in recent decades. They involve and interrelate an increasing

number of disciplines, from demography to art history and psychology. Care

is being taken to distinguish the initial from the cumulative impact of the mor-

tality and its short- and long-term results. Historians are examining the diversity

of its effects on differing regions and groups in society. This precision has not

been at the expense of missing the forest for the trees and neglecting broad issues

of historical change. Scholars continue to probe the relationship of the Black

Death to long-term trends in economic history, to the decline of medieval civili-

zation, and to the coming of the Renaissance, the Reformation, and our own

modern world in a study of what hopefully will continue to rank as the greatest

demographic catastrophe to befall Western civilization.

In the reprinted selections footnotes appearing in the original sources have in general been omitted

unless they contribute to the argument or better understanding of the selection.



"^ The humanist and classicist GIOVANNI BOCCACCIO
(1313-1375), son of a Florentine merchant, was trained

in canon law. He became an avid collector of classical

manuscripts and a versatile author in both poetry and
prose. Boccaccio is best known for his novel the De-

cameron, a collection of tales that were supposedly

told by ten young men and women who fled to the

countryside to avoid the plague of 1348 and passed

the time telling stories. The following passage is the

most famous literary description of the Black Death.*

Giovanni Boccaccio

Plague in Florence: iuk

A Literary Description

I say, then, that the years of the era

of the fruitful Incarnation of the Son
of God had attained to the number of

one thousand three hundred and forty-

eight, when into the notable city of

Florence, fair over every other of Italy,

there came the death-dealing pestilence,

which, through the operation of the

heavenly bodies or of our own iniquitous

dealings, being sent down upon mankind
for our correction by the just wrath of

God, had some years before appeared
in the parts of the East, and after having

bereft these latter of an innumerable
number of inhabitants, extending with-

out cease from one place to another,

had now unhappily spread towards the

West. And thereagainst no wisdom
availing nor human foresight (whereby

the city was purged of many impurities

by officers deputed to that end and it

was forbidden unto any sick person to

enter therein and many were the counsels

given for the preservation of health)

nor yet humble supplications, not once

but many times both in ordered proces-

sions and in other ways made unto God
by devout persons— about the coming
in of the Spring of the aforesaid year,

it began in a horrible and miraculous

way to show forth its dolorous effects.

Yet not as it had done in the East, where,

if any bled at the nose, it was a manifest

sign of inevitable death; nay, but in men
and women alike there appeared at the

beginning of the malady, certain swel-

lings, either on the groin or under the

armpits, whereof some waxed of the

•Adapted from Stories of Boccaccio (The Decameron), translated by John Payne (London, n.d.), pp. \-i
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bigness of a common apple, others like

unto an egg, some more and some less,

and these the vulgar named plague-

boils. From these two parts the aforesaid

death-bearing plague-boils proceeded,

in brief space, to appear and come in-

differently in every part of the body;

wherefrom, after awhile, the fashion of

the contagion began to change into black

or livid blotches, which showed them-

selves in many first on the arms and

about the thighs and after spread to

every other part of the person, in some

large and sparse and in others small

and thick-sown; and like as the plague-

boils had been first (and yet were) a

very certain token of coming death,

even so were these for every one to whom

they came.

To the cure of these maladies neither

counsel of physician nor virtue of any

medicine appeared to avail or profit

aught; on the contrary— whether it was

that the nature of the infection suffered

it not or that the ignorance of the phy-

sicians . . . availed not to know whence

it arose and consequently took not due

measures thereagainst— not only did few

recover thereof, but well nigh all died

within the third day from the appearance

of the aforesaid signs, this one sooner

and that later, and for the most part

without fever or other accident. And

this pestilence was the more virulent

because by communication with those

who were sick thereof, it got hold upon

the sound, as fire upon things dry or

greasy, when they are brought very near

thereunto. Nay, the harm was yet greater;

for that not only did conversation and

consorting with the sick give infection

to the sound or cause of common death,

but the mere touching of the clothes or

of whatsoever other thing had been

touched or used by the sick appeared

of itself to communicate the malady to

the toucher. A marvellous thing to hear

is that which I have to tell and one

which, had it not been seen of many men's

eyes and of mine own, I had scarce dared

credit, much less set down in writing,

though I had heard it from one worthy

of belief. I say, then, that of such effi-

cience was the nature of the pestilence

in question in communicating itself from

one to another, that, not only did it

pass from man to man, but this, which

is much more, it many times visibly did;

to wit, a thing which had pertained to a

man sick or dead of the aforesaid sickness,

being touched by an animal foreign to

the human species, not only infected this

latter with the plague; but in a very

brief space of time killed it. Of this mine

own eyes . . . had one day, among others,

experience, to wit, that the rags of a poor

man, who had died of the plague, being

cast out into the public way, two hogs

came up to them and having first, after

their wont, rooted amain among them

with their snouts, took them in their

mouths and tossed them about their jaws;

then, in a little while, after turning

round and round, they both, as if they

had taken poison, fell down dead upon

the rags with which they had in an ill

hour intermeddled.

From these things and many others

like unto them or yet stranger divers

fears and conceits were begotten in those

who abode alive, which well nigh all

tended to a very barbarous conclusion,

namely, to shun and flee from the sick

and all that pertained to them, and thus

doing, each thought to secure immunity

for himself. Some there were who con-

ceived that to live moderately and keep

one's self from all excess was the best

defence against such a danger; where-

fore, making up their company, they

lived removed from every other and

shut themselves up in those houses where
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none had been sick and where living was

best; and there, using very temperately

of the most delicate viands and the finest

wines and eschewing all incontinence,

they abode with music and such other

diversions as they might have, never

suffering themselves to speak with any

nor choosing to hear any news from

without of death or sick folk. Others,

inclining to the contrary opinion, main-

tained that to carouse and make merry

and go about singing and frolicking and

satisfy the appetite in everything pos-

sible and laugh and scoff at whatsoever

befell was a very certain remedy for such

an ill. That which they said they put in

practice as best they might, going about

day and night, now to this tavern, now to

that, drinking without stint or measure;

and on this wise they did yet more freely

in other folk's houses, if they just scented

there anything that pleased or tempted

them, as they might lightly do, for every

one— as if he were to live no longer—

had abandoned all care of his possessions^

as of himself, wherefore the most part

of the houses were become common
good and strangers used them, when they

happened upon them, as the very owner

might have done; and with all this bestial

preocctmation, they still shunned the

sick to the-best of their power.

In this sore affliction and misery of

our city, the reverend authority of the

laws, both human and divine, was all in

a manner dissolved and fallen into decay,

for lack of the ministers and executors

thereof, who, like other men, were all

either dead or sick or else left so desti-

tute of followers that they were unable

to exercise any office, wherefore every

one had license to do whatsoever pleased

him. Many others held a middle course

between the two aforesaid, not straitening

themselves so exactly in the matter of

diet as the first, neither allowing them-

selves such license in drinking and other

debauchery as the second, but using

things in sufficiency, according to their

appetites; nor did they seclude them-

selves, but went about, carrying in their

hands, some flowers, some odoriferous

herbs and other some divers kinds of

spices, which they set often to their

noses, accounting it an excellent thing

to fortify the brain with such odors, more
by token that the air seemed all heavy

and attainted with the stench of the dead

bodies and that of the sick and of the

remedies used.

Some were of a more barbarous,

though, perhaps, a surer way of thinking,

avouching that there was no remedy
against pestilence better than— no, nor

any so good as— to flee before them;

wherefore, moved by this reasoning and

recking of nought but themselves, very

many, both men and women, abandoned

their own city, their own houses and

homes, their kinsfolk and possessions,

and sought the country seats of others,

or, at the least, their own, as if the wrath

of God, being moved to punish the in-

iquity of mankind, would not proceed

to do so wheresoever they might be,

but would content itself with afflicting

those only who were found within the

walls of their city, or as if they were

persuaded that no person was to remaii

therein and that its last hour was come
And albeit these, who opined thus vari-

ously, died not all, yet neither did they

all escape; nay, many of each way of think-

ing and in every place sickened of the

plague and languished on all sides,

well nigh abandoned, having themselves, \

what while they were whole, set the

example to those who abode in health.

Indeed, leaving be that townsman
avoided townsman and that well nigh no

neighbor took thought unto other and

that kinsfolk seldom or never visited
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one another and held no converse to-

gether save from afar, this tribulation

had stricken such terror to the hearts

of all, men and women alike, that brother

forsook brother, uncle nephew and

sister brother and oftentimes wife hus-

band; nay (what is yet more extraordinary

and well nigh incredible) fathers and

mothers refused to visit or tend their

very children, as though they had not

been theirs. By reason whereof there

remained unto those (and the number of

them, both males and females, was incal-

culable) who fell sick, none other succor

than that which they owed either to the

charity of friends (and of these there

were few) or the greed of servants, who

tended them, allured by high and ex-

travagant wage; albeit, for all this,

these latter were not grown many, and

those men and women of mean under-

standing and for the most part unused

to such offices, who served for well nigh

nought but to reach things called for

by the sick or to note when they died;

and in the doing of these services many

of them perished with their gain.

Of this abandonment of the sick by

neighbors, kinsfolk and friends and of

the scarcity of servants arose an usage

before well nigh unheard, to wit, that

no woman, how fair or lovesome or

well-born soever she might be, once

fallen sick, recked aught of having a

man to tend her, whatever he might be,

or young or old, and without any shame

discovered to him every part of her

body, no otherwise than she would have

done to a woman, so but the necessity

of her sickness required it; the which

belike, in those who recovered, was the

occasion of lesser modesty in time to

come. Moreover, there ensued of this

abandonment the death of many who
peradventure, had they been succored,

would have escaped alive; wherefore, as

well for the lack of the opportune ser-

vices which the sick availed not to have

as for the virulence of the plague, such

was the multitude of those who died in

the city by day and by night that it was

an astonishment to hear tell thereof, much

more to see it; and thence, as it were of

necessity, there sprang up among those

who abode alive things contrary to the

pristine manners of the townsfolk.

It was then (even as we yet see it used)

a custom that the kinswomen and she-

neighbors of the dead should assemble

in his house and there condole with

those who more nearly pertained unto

him, whilst his neighbors and many

other citizens gathered with his next of

kin before his house, whither, according

to the dead man's quality, came the clergy,

and he with funeral pomp of chants and

candles was borne on the shoulders of

his peers to the church chosen by him-

self before his death; which usages, after

the virulence of the plague began to

increase, were either altogether or for

the most part laid aside, and other and

strange customs sprang up in their stead.

For that, not only did folk die without

having a multitude of women about them,

but many there were who departed this

life without witness and few indeed were

they to whom the pious plaints and

bitter tears of their kinsfolk were vouch-

safed; nay, in lieu of these things there

obtained, for the most part, laughter

and jesfs and gibes and feasting and

merrymaking in company; which usance

women, laying aside womanly pitiful-

ness, had right well learned for their

own safety.

Few, again, were they whose bodies

were accompanied to the church by

more than half a score or a dozen of

their neighbors, and of these no worship-

ful and illustrious citizens, but a sort

of blood-suckers, sprung from the dregs
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of the people, who styled themselves

pickmen and did such offices for hire,

shouldered the bier and bore it with

hurried steps, not to that church which

the dead man had chosen before his death,

but most times to the nearest, behind

five or six priests, with little light and

sometimes none at all, which latter, with

the aid of the said pickmen, thrust him

into whatever grave they first found

unoccupied, without troubling them-

selves with too long or too formal a

service.

The condition of the common people

(and belike, in great part, of the middle

class also) was yet more pitiable to be-

hold, for these, for the most part retained

by hope or poverty in their houses and

abiding in their own quarters, sickened

by the thousand daily and being alto-

nay, many might have been counted

which contained husband and wife, two

or three brothers, father and son or the

like. And an infinite number of times

it befell that, two priests going with

one cross for some one, three or four

biers, borne by bearers, ranged them-

selves behind the latter, and whereas

the priests thought to have but one

dead man to bury, they had six or eight,

and sometimes more. Nor therefore were

the dead honored with any tears or

candles or funeral train; nay, the thing

was come to such a pass that folk recked

no more of men that died than nowadays

they would of goats; whereby it very

manifestly appeared that that which the

natural course of things had not availed,

by dint of small and infrequent harms,

to teach the wise to endure with patience.

gether untended and unsuccored died \\Xhe very greatness of their ills had

well nigh all without recourse. ManyM brought even the simple to expect and

breathed their last in the open street,

whilst~o!her"many, for all they died

in their houses, made it known to the

neighbors that they were dead rather by

the stench of their rotting bodies than

otherwise; and the whole city was full

of these and others who died all about.

For the most part one same usance was

observed by\he neighbors, moved more

by fear lest tnfe^orruption of the dead

bodies should imperil themselves than

by any charity they had for the departed;

to wit, that either with their own hands

or with the aid of certain bearers, when
they might have any, they brought the

bodies of those who had died forth of

their houses and laid them before their

doors, where especially in the morning,

make no account of. The consecrated

ground sufficing not to the burial of

the vast multitude of corpses aforesaid,

which daily and well nigh hourly came

carried in crowds to every church— es-

pecially if it were sought to give each his

own place, according to ancient usance—
there were made throughout the church-

yards, after every other part was full,

vast trenches, wherein those who came
after were laid by the hundred and being

heaped up therein by layers, as goods

are stored aboard ship, were covered

with a little earth, till such time as they

reached the top of the trench.

Moreover— not to go longer searching

out and recalling every particular of

our past miseries, as they befell through-

those who went about might see corpses, out the city— I say that, whilst so sinister

without number; then they fetched biers

and some, in default thereof, they laid

upon some board or other. Nor was it

only one bier that carried two or three

corpses, nor did this happen but once;

a time prevailed in the latter, on no way
therefor was the surrounding country

spared, wherein (letting be the castles,

which in their littleness were like unto

the city) throughout the scattered vil-
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lages and in the fields, the poor and

miserable husbandmen and their fam-

ilies, without succor of physician or aid

of servitor, died, not like men, but well

nigh like beasts, by the ways or in their

tillages or about the houses, indifferently

by day and night. By reason whereof,

growing lax like the townsfolk in their

manners and customs, they recked not

of any thing or business of theirs; nay,

all, as if they looked for death that very

day, studied with all their wit, not to

help to maturity the future produce of

their cattle and their fields and the

fruits of their own past toils, but to con-

sume those which were ready to hand.

Thus it came to pass that the oxen, the

asses, the sheep, the goats, the swine,

the fowls, nay, the very dogs, so faith-

ful to mankind, being driven forth of

their own houses, went straving at their

pleasure about the fields, where the

very grain was abandoned, without being

cut, much less gathered in; and many,

well nigh like reasonable creatures,

after grazing all day, returned at night,

glutted, to their houses, without the con-

straint of any herdsman.

To leave the country and return to

the city, what more can be said save

that such and so great was the cruelty of

heaven (and in part, perhaps, that of

men) that, between March and the fol-

lowing July, what with the virulence of

that pestiferous sickness and the number

of sick ill-tended or forsaken in their

need, through the fearfulness of those

who were well, it is believed for certain

that upward of an hundred thousand

human beings perished within the walls

of the city of Florence, which, peradven-

ture, before the advent of that death-

dealing calamity, had not been believed

to hold so many? Alas, how many great

palaces, how many goodly houses, how

many noble mansions once full of fam-

ilies, of lords and of ladies, abode empty

even to the meanest servant! How many

memorable families, how many ample

heritages, how many famous fortunes

were seen to remain without lawful

heir! How many valiant men, how many

fair ladies, how many sprightly youths,

whom, not others only, but Galen,

Hippocrates or Aesculapius them-

selves, would have judged most hale,

breakfasted in the morning with their

kinsfolk, comrades and friends and that

same night supped with their ancestors

in the other world!
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^gnolo di Tura del Grasso

For the years 1300 to 1351 the chronicle of AGNOLO
DI TURA DEL GRASSO ("the Fat") is far more
accurate than often is thought to be true of medieval

chronicles. The author frequently consulted public

records in government archives and offices, and he
wrote of the plague of 1348 with the zeal and dedication

of one who "buried my five children with my own
hands.*

.^,,K^

Plague in Siena: An Italian Chronicle

The mortality began in Siena in May
L348]. It was a cruel and horrible thing;

nd I do not know where to begin to tell

f the cruelty an^ the pitiless ways. It

^emed to almost e\(eryone that one be-

ime stupified ^by seeing^ the pain. And it

; impossible for the hu)nan tongue to

3Count the awful thing. Indeed one who
id not see such horribleness can be called

lessed. And the victims died almost im-

lediately. They would swell beneath
leir armpits and in their groins, and
ill over dead while talking. Father aban-

oned child, wife husband, one brother

lother; for this illness seemed to strike

irough the breath and sight. And so they

ied. And none could be found to bury

the dead for money or friendship. Mem-
bers of a household brought their dead to

a ditch as best they could, without priest,

without divine offices. Nor did the death

bell sound. And in many places in Siena^
great pits were dug and piled deep with L
the multitide of dead. And they died by
the hundreds both day and night, and all

were thrown in those ditches and covered

over with earth. And as soon as those

ditches were filled more were dug.

And I, Agnolo di Tura, called the Fat,

buried my five children with my own
hands. And there were also those who
were so sparsely covered with earth that

the dogs dragged them forth and de-

voured many bodies throughout the city.

*From Cronaca senese attribuita ad Agnolo di Tura del Grasso delta la Cronica Maggiore in A. Lisini
»d F. lacometti (eds.), Cronache senesi. Rerum Italicarum Scriptores, n.s. vol. XV, pt. VI (Bologna, 1931-
•37), pp. 555, 556, 557, 560. Reprinted by permission of Nicola Zanichelli Editore. Translated by William
. Bowsky.
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There was no one who wept for any death,

for all awaited death. And so many died

that all believed that it was the end of the

world. And no medicine or any other

defense availed. And the lords' selected

three citizens who received a thousand

gold florins from the commune of Siena

that they were to spend on the poor sick

and to bury the poor dead. And it was all

so horrible that I, the writer, cannot think

of it and so will not continue. This situa-

tion continued until September, and it

would take too long to write of it. And

it is found that at this time there died in

Siena 36,000 persons twenty years of age

or less, and the aged and other people

[died], to a total of 52,000 in all in Siena.

And in the suburbs of Siena 28,000 per-

sons died; so that in all it is found that

in the city and suburbs of Siena 80,000

persons died. Thus at this time Siena and

its suburbs had more than 30,000 men,

and there remained in Siena [alone] less

than 10,000 men.^ And_those_tliaL sur-

vived were like persons distraii^ht and

almost without feeling. And many walls

and oOieFThlngs were abandoned, and

all the mines of silver and_gold and cop-

per that existed in Sienese territory were

abandoned as is seen; for in the country-

side (contado)^ many more people died,

1 This refers to the lords Nine Governors and De-

fenders of the Commune and People of Siena, the

leading Sienese magistracy from 1287 to 1355.— Ed.

2 It is not surprising for Agnolo to distinguish be-

tween "persons" and "men" (adult males), especially

as he relied in large part upon contemporary offi-

cial documents.— Ed.

' The contado of an Italian commune was the por-

tion of the state outside of the city and its boroughs

many lands and villages were abandoned,

and no one remained there. I will not

write of the cruelty that there was in the

countryside, of the wolves and wild beasts

that ate the poorly buried corpses, and of

other cruelties that would be too painful

to those who read of them. . . .

The city of Siena seemed almost unin-

habited for almost no one was found in

the city. And then, when the pestilence

abated, all who survived gave themselves

over to pleasures: monks, priests, nuns,

and lay men and women all enjoyed

themselves, and none worried about

spending and gambling. And everyone

thought himself rich because he had es-

caped and regained the world, and no

one knew how to allow himself to do

nothirigrrrr

At this time in Siena the great and

noble project of enlarging the cathedral

of Siena that had been begun a few years

earlier was abandoned. . . .

After the pestilence the Sienese ap-

pointed two judges and three non-Sienese

notaries whose task it was to handle the

wills that had been made at that time.

And so they searched them out and found

them. ...

1349. After the great pestilence of the

past year each person lived according to

his own caprice, and everyone tended tc

seek pleasure in eating and drinking^

hunting, catching birds, and gaming

And all money had fallen into the handi

of nouveaux riches.

(and in some cases certain adjacent small communi

ties) that was most fully subject to communal juris

diction.— Ed.

aiA^'
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Of peasant stock, JEAN DE VENETTE (d. ca. 1368)

became a master of theology at the University of Paris.

He was for several years prior of the Carmelite

monastery in Paris and then head of that order in

France. A good churchman and Frenchman, he was

a careful observer of events that he recorded. The
portion of his chronicle dealing with the Black Death

seems to have been M'ritten from memory about a

decade later.*

Jean de Venette

The Chronicle of a French Cleric

1348 In A.D. 1348, the people of France

and of almost the whole world were struck

by a blow other thaniwar. For in addition

to the famine . . . ind to the wars . . .

pestilence and its attendant tribulations

appeared again in vki;ious parts of the

world. In the month Jof August, 1348,

after Vespers when the sun was beginning

to set, a big and very bright star appeared

above Paris, toward the west. It did not

seem, as stars usually do, to be very high

above our hemisphere but rather very

near. As the sun set and night came on,

this star did not seem to me or to many
other friars who were watching it to move
from one place. At length, when night

had come, this big star, to the amazement
of all of us who were watching, broke into

many different rays and, as it shed these

rays over Paris toward the east, totally

disappeared and was completely anni-

hilated. Whether it was a comet or not,

whether it was composed of airy exhala-

tions and was finally resolved into vapor,

I leave to the decision of astronomers.

It is, however, possible that it was a pres-

age of the amazing pestilence to come,

which, in fact, followed very shortly in

Paris and throughout France and else-

where, as I shall tell. All this year and
the next, the mortality of men and wom-
en, of the young even more than of the

old, in Paris and in the kingdom of

France, and also, it is said, in other parts

of the world, was so great that it was al-

most impossible to bury the dead. People

From Richard A. Newhall (ed.), The Chronicle ofJean de Venette, translated by Jean Birdsall. Records
of Civilization, Sources and Studies, no. 50. Copyright 1953, Columbia University Press, New York. Pp. 48-52.
Footnotes omitted.
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16 JEAN DE VENETTE

lay ill little more than two or three days

and died suddenly, as it were in full

health. He who was well one day was

dead the next and being carried to his

grave. Swellings appeared suddenly in

the armpit or in the groin— in many cases

both— and they were infallible signs of

death. This sickness or pestilence was

called an epidemic by the doctors. Noth-

ing like the great numbers who died in

the years 1348 and 1349 has been heard \

of or seen or read of in times past. This c>

plague and disease came from ymagina- ^^'

Hone or association and contagion, for if

a well man visited the sick he only rarely

evaded the risk of death. Wherefore in

many towns timid priests withdrew, leav-

ing the exercise of their ministry to such

of the religious as were more daring. In

many places not two out of twenty re-
|

mained alive. So high was the mortality i

at the Hotel-Dieu^ in Paris that for a long '

time, more than five hundred dead were

carried daily with great devotion in carts

to the cemetery of the Holy Innocents

in Paris for burial. A very great number^^

of the saintly sisters of the Hotel-Dieu •

who, not fearing to die, nursed the sick

in all sweetness and humility, with no

thought of honor, a number too often re-

newed by death, rest in peace with Christ,

as we may piously believe.

This plague, it is said, began among

the unbelievers, came to Italy, and then

crossing the Alps reached Avignon, where

it attacked several cardinals and took

from them their whole household. Then

it spread, unforeseen, to France, through

Gascony and Spain, little by little, from

town to town, from village to village, from \

house to house, and finally from person

to person. It even crossed over to Ger-

many, though it was not so bad there as

with us. During the epidemic, God of His

accustomed goodness deigned to grant

this grace, that however suddenly men

died, almost all awaited death joyfully.

Nor was there anyone who died without

confessing his sins and receiving the holy

viaticum. 2 To the even greater benefit of

the dying. Pope Clement VI through

their confessors mercifully gave and

granted absolution from penalty to the

dying in many cities and fortified towns.

Men died the more willingly for this and

left many inheritances and temporal

goods to churches and monastic orders,

for in many cases they had seen their

close heirs and children die before them.

Some said that this pestilence * was

caused by infection of the air and waters,

since there was at this time no famine nor

lack of food supplies, but on the contrary

great abundance. As a result of this theory

of infected water and air as the source

of the plague the Jews were suddenly and

violently charged with infecting wells

and water and corrupting the air. The

whole world rose up against them cruelly

on this account. In Germany and other

parts of the world where Jews lived, they

were massacred and slaughtered by Chris-

tians, and many thousands were burned

everywhere, indiscriminately. The un-

shaken, if fatuous, constancy of the men

and their wives was remarkable. For

mothers hurled their children first into

the fire that they might not be baptized

and then leaped in after them to burn with

their husbands and children. It is said

that many bad Christians were found who

in a like manner put poison into wells.

But in truth, such poisonings, granted

that they actually were perpetrated, could

not have caused so great a plague nor

have infected so many people. There were

other causes; for example, the will of God

The principal hospital. — Ed.

^xhe viaticum is the Eucharist, or Communion,

given to the dying. — Ed.
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and the corrupt humors and evil inherent | er evils than before pullulated every-

in air and earth. Perhaps the poisonings, 1

if they actually took place in some local-
{

ities, reenforced these causes. The plague

'

lasted in France for the greater part of the
/

years 1348 and 1349 and then ceased.

Many country villages and many houses

in good towns remained empty and de-

serted. Many houses, including some

splendid dwellings, very soon fell into

ruins. Even in Paris several houses were

thus ruined, though fewer here than

elsewhere.

After the cessation of the epidemic,

pestilence, or plague, the men and women
who survived married each other. There
was no sterility among the women, but

on the contrary fertility beyond the ordi-

nary. Pregnant women were seen on every

side. Many twins were born and even

three children at once. But the most sur-

prising fact is that children born after

the plague, when they became of an age

for teeth, had only twenty or twenty-two

teeth, though before that time men com-

monly had thirty-two in their upper and
lower jaws together. What this diminution

in the number of teeth si2:nified I wonder
n

greatly, unless it be a new era resulting

where in the world. And this fact was very

remarkable. Although there was an abun-

dance of all goods, yet everything was

twice as dear, whether it were utensils,

victuals, or merchandise, hired helpers

or peasants and serfs, except for some
hereditary domains which remained

abundantly stocked with everything.

Charity began to cool, and iniquity with

ignorance and sin to abound, for few

could be found in the good towns and
castles who knew how or were willing to

instruct children in the rudiments of

2:rammar. ... ., '\\
,, , i

1349 In the year 1349, while the plague

was still active and spreading from town

to town, men in Germany, Flanders,

Hainaut, and Lorraine uprose and be-

gan a new sect on their own authority.

Stripped to the waist, they gathered in

large groups and bands and marched in

procession through the crossroads and

squares of cities and good towns. There

they formed circles and beat upon their

backs with weighted scourges, rejoicing as

they did so in loud voices and singing

hymns suitable to their rite and newly

from the destruction of one human gen- ^ composed for it. Thus for thirty-three jp(

eration by the plague and its replacement \ days they marched through many towns

by another. But woe is me! the world was bdomg tneir penance and affording a great

not changed for the better but for the ^ spectacle to the wondering people. They
worse by this renewal of population. For^ flogged their shoulders and arms with

men were more avaricious and grasping scourges tipped with iron points so zeal-

than before, even though they had far

greater possessions. They were more
covetous and disturbed each other more
frequently with suits, brawls, disputes,

and pleas. NorJ>y the mortality resulting

from this terrible plague inflicted by God
was peace between kings and lords estab-

lished. On the contrary, the enemies of

the king of France and of the Church were
stronger and wickeder than before and
stirred up wars on sea and on land. Great-

ously as to draw blood. But they did not

come to Paris nor to any part of France,

for they were forbidden to do so by the

king of France, who did not want them.

He acted on the advice of the masters of

theology of the University of Paris, who
said that this new sect had been formed

contrary to the will of God, to the rites of

Holy Mother Church, and to the salvation

of all their souls. That indeed this was

and is true appeared shortly. For Pope

li^tA^ dit^^^ lyutyx^^ /H /i^^.^
1 (yo^
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Clement VI was fully informed concern-

ing this fatuous new rite by the masters of

Paris through emissaries reverently sent

to him and, on the grounds that it had

been damnably formed, contrary to law,

he forbade the Flagellants under threat of

anathema to practise in the future the

public penance which they had so pre-

sumptuously undertaken. His prohibition

was just, for the Flagellants, supported

by certain fatuous priests and monks,

were enunciating doctrines and opinions

which were beyond measure evil, errone-

ous, and fallacious. For example, they

said that their blood thus drawn by the

scourge and poured out was mingled with

the blood of Christ. Their many errors

showed how little they knew of the Cath-

olic faith. Wherefore, as they had begun

fatuously of themselves and not of God,

so in a short time they were reduced to

nothing. On being warned, they desisted

and humbly received absolution and

penance at the hands of their prelates

as the pope's representatives. Many hon-

orable women and devout matrons, it

must be added, had done this penance

with scourges, marching and singing

through towns and churches like the

men, but after a little like the others they

desisted.
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James Westfall Thompson

JAMES WESTFALL THOMPSON (1869-1941) was long

a professor of history at the University of Chicago.

His numerous published works include Economic and

Social History of the Middle Ages and Feudal

Germany, both published in 1928, and A History of

Historical Writing, which appeared posthumously.

The change in his interests from largely political to

social, economic, and cultural history was presaged

in his provocative article on the Black Death.*

The Plague and World War,

Parallels and Comparisons

Ever since the Great War terminated

and the world lapsed into the condition—
physical, moral, economic, social— in

which it now^ finds itself, historians and

students of social pathology' have been

searching if possibly they might discover

a precedent in the past for the present

order (or rather disorder) of things. The
years immediately following the close

of the Napoleonic Wars have been the

favorite epoch for examination. But the

conditions of the period after Waterloo

have been found to bear little resemblance

to conditions today. The differences in

degree bet^veen things as they were then

and things as they now are is so great

that analogies fail. The old maxims, "We

understand the present by the past," and

"History^ is philosophy teaching by

example," are broken shibboleths. There

seems to have been nothing in the past

comparable or applicable to the present.

And yet, though it is true that history

never repeats itself, there is one epoch

of the past the study of w^hich casts re-

markable light upon things as they are

today; whose conditions afford phenom-
enal parallels in many particulars to

present conditions; w^hich furnishes not

merely analogies but real identities wath

existing economic, social, and moral

circumstances. That period is the years

immediately succeeding the Great Plague

or the Black Death of 1348-49 in Europe.

•From James Westfall Thompson, "The Aftermath of the Black Death and the Aftermath of the Great
War," The American Journal of Sociology, XXVI (1921), 565-572, published by The University of Chicago
Press.
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The turmoil of the world today serves to

visualize for us what the state of Europe

was in the middle of the fourteenth cen-

tury far more distinctly than ever was

perceived before. It is surprising to see

how similar are the complaints then and

now: economic chaos, social unrest, high

prices, profiteering, depravation of

morals, lack of production, industrial in-

dolence, frenetic gaiety, wild expendi-

ture, luxury, debauchery, social and

religious hysteria, greed, avarice, malad-

ministration, decay of manners.

Let us consider the first and most imme-

diate effect— the loss of man-power owing

to the great mortality. While it is true

that the population of Europe is much

greater now than in the fourteenth cen-

tury, and the mortality far higher then

than in the past five years, nevertheless,

as ever\^one knows, the working efficiency

of Europe has been seriously reduced ow-

ing to the death of large numbers of men
in battle or of disease, to which must be

added some millions of the civilian popu-

lation from starvation, privation, and

disease. And many of those who survive

are shaken in body or in mind. The

nerves of these people are so shattered

that it will be a long time before they can

go back to work; many of them never will.

The same was true of the people of Eu-

rope in 1349, when the Black Death had

passed. The psycho-physical shock to

them had been so great that restoration

of their former vitality and initiative was

impossible, or very slow.

The economic effect of the Black Death

also was not unsimilar to the effect of the

Great War, though the immediate results

of the plague were very different. The
moment the war began prices soared.

This was not so in 1349, The immediate

effect of the Black Death was to lower

prices and to glut the market with com-

modities. The reason is not far to seek.

Every civilized society possesses a certain

accumulated surplus of goods or produce,

enough to last it for some months at least,

even if production cease. Now the mortal-

ity due to the Black Death was very high,

at least 35 per cent of the population. The
consequence was that when the plague

had spent its force the surviving popula-

tion found itself in possession of these

accumulated stores, produce, goods, in

addition to movable and real property

which had once belonged to those now

dead.

Mjen woke up to find themselves rich

who had formerly been poor, inasmuch

as they were the only surviving heirs.

Land, houses, furniture, goods, farm

products, cattle, horses, sheep, were

without owners, and most of it was imme-

diately appropriated by the survivors.

Ever\^thing movable or which could be

driven away on four feet was seized; even

landed property was occupied since there

was no one to protest and the very courts

of law were stopped. "There were small

prices for everything," records Henry

Knighton, the medieval chronicler. "A

man could have a horse, which before

was worth 405. for 6s. Sd.; a fat ox for

45.; a cow for I2d.; a heifer for 2d.; a big

pig for 5d.; a fat wether for 4d.; a sheep

for 3d.; a lamb for 2d.; a stone of wool

for 9d. Sheep and cattle went wandering

over fields and through crops, and there

was no one to go and drive or gather

them."

The direct result of all this suddenly

acquired wealth was a wild orgy of expen-

diture and debauchery on the part of

many. Furs, silks, tapestries, rich furni-

ture, expensive food, jewels, plate, fell

within the purchasing power of the poor.

Men spent lavishly, luxuriously, insanely.

Poor^workmen and poorer cotters, living

in wretched hovels, who formerly, like

Margery Daw, had slept on straw, now

Jm
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lolled on beds of down and ate from

plate that once had decorated the side-

boards of nobles. Often, too, they re-

moved from their ancient quarters into

the vacant houses. The landlord class

was hit hard by the plague. "Magnates

and lesser lords of the realm who had

tenants made abatements of rent in order

to keep their tenantry; some half the

rent, some more, some less, some for

two years, some for three, some for one

year, according as they could agree with

them."

But this condition of luxury" soon

passed. Those who survived found them-

selves personally richer than before; but

Europe was immeasurably poorer, for

production absolutely ceased for months,

even a whole year, and when it was re-

newed the-productive capacity of Europe
was found to be much impaired, while

the waste had been terrific. Wh^en all the

accumulated surplus had been consumed
or wasted, pricey soared and the cost of

living, both of commodities and of

servdce, rose enormously. Farm laborers,

guild workmen, domestic servants, clerks,

even priests, struck for higher wages.

"In the following autumn no one could

get a reaper for less than 8<i. with his

food; a mower for less than I2d. with

his food. Wherefore many crops perished

in the fields for want of some one to

garner them. But in the pestilence year

there was such abundance of all kinds

of corn that no one troubled about it. . . .

A man could scarcely get a chaplain under
ten pounds or ten marks to minister to

a church. There was scarcely any one now
who was willing to accept a vicarage for

twenty pounds." Even rents soon went

up. Abandoned buildings lapsed into

ruin, occupied buildings naturally dete-

riorated under wear and tear, and the

wages of carpenters and other artisans

were often so high as to prohibit repairs.

The high prices of staple commodities

and the exorbitant demands of the wage-

earning class soon reached a pinnacle

under the stimulus of profiteering.

Accprdingh' the governments had resort

to maximum law^s both for commodities

and wages. France passed a Statute of

Laborers in 1350, England a similar law

in 1351.

The social effects of the Black Death
were manifold. In the first place, then as

now, there was enormous displacement

of population. The plague had the effect

of an invasion; it either killed or drove

out the population. Thousands fled to

other places. Infected districts were left

deserted. In after-years one finds evi-

dence of this in interesting wavs. New
place-names, new faces, even unfamiliar

speech in various regions, attest it^ One
finds evidence of Italian colonies in south

German and south French cities; French

and Germans in north Italy; Flemings in

Normandy; Normans in Picardy, etc.

Under the stress of fear men were mad
to get out of an infected region, and fled,

often into another quite as dangerous.

We fiftd-other evidence of this movement
of population in the outcropping of

technical industries and crafts, once

peculiar to a certain countr^^ in quite

another place owing to the flight of work-

men from the former to the latter locality.

The texture of society, too, was pro-

foundly modified by the Black Death.

In addition to a large class of nouveaux

riches, the plague opened the door of

opportunity to many to get into new lines

of employment, or to establish themselves

in new kinds of business. Clerks became
merchants, former workmen became

employers and contractors, farm laborers

became gentlemen farmers. The old

nobility of Europe, which derived its

lineage from the Norman Conquest and

the Crusades, largely passed away, leav-
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ing their titles and their lands to the

kings who gave them out to new favorites,

so that a new noblesse arose in Europe,

a parvenu nobility without the accom-

plishment, the pride, or the manners of

the old noblesse. The titles survived, but

the blood of the peerage was ^new, not

_old; parvenu, not aristocratic^/With the

passing of the aristocracy passed also the

chivalry and courtesy that had distin-

guished it. The decay of manners in the

last half of the fourteenth century is an

astonishing fact. The old-fashioned

gentility was gone; manners were un-

couth, rough, brutal. Familiar speech

became rude, lewd, even obscene. Every

student of the literature of the fourteenth

and fifteenth centuries has observed this.

This explains the paradox that books on

courtesy were so much in demand in these

centuries. The new high society was

ignorant of good manners and needed

to know. Even fashions reflected the deca-

dent conditions of the age. Refinement

and decorum in dress, which marked the

distinguished lady and gentleman in the

thirteenth century, disappeared. The

nouveaux riches had a passion for display,

for garish colors, for excessive dress, for

the wearing of many jewels. Dressmakers

and milliners reaped a harvest from this

class. The costumes were fabrications to

wonder at, but not to admire.

Another characteristic of the late

fourteenth century which strikes a famil-

iar note is the protest against political

corruption and administrative ineffi-

ciency. The cry for reform was wide-

spread and not to be wondered at. The

Black Death hit the governments of Eu-

rope hard. For two hundred years these

governments had been slowly and pain-

fully developing their administrative

machinery and training up a skilled class

of officials in their employ. Now of a

sudden thousands of this technically

trained class were cut down, so much

so that the governments were crippled

beyond what we may imagine; police

protection, courts, law-making, the

hundred and one everyday activities of

an ordered society were arrested.

^

The

machinery of the ^governments nearly

stopped. In this emergency two things

happened: the offices had to be filled,

the government kept running at all cost,

so that thousands of ignorant, incompe-

tent, dishonest men were hastily thrust

into public offices; moreover, the thou-

sands of vacant offices tempted the job-

hunter, the placemen, the professional

office-seeker, and this class swarmed into

the vacancies with the selfish motive of

feathering their own nests and plunder-

ing the public. Thejresult_was_appalling

waste, great maladministration, pecula-

tion, etc^ ^ththe^natural protest of

society against these abuses.

The church was no better off than the

state in this particular. Every student

of medieval history knows the outcry

that arose in Europe in the last half of

the fourteenth century against the abuses

and corruption in the church. But the

church is not to be blamed too severely

for this condition. It, too, had to keep

functioning, and to do so impressed into

service all sorts and conditions of men;

in the universal terror it could not be

over-careful in those whom it selected.

And again, church offices__were lucrative

and influential appomtments. and many
intpidedjhem^eives^nto rhnrrh livinp;s

for the sake of the matprial nature of

the preferment.

Complaints against political and

administrative corruption, the prevalence

and increase of crime, lightness of mind,

and looseness of morals, high prices,

profiteering, industrial and farm strikes,

extravagance, indolence, pr refusal to go

to work are common and widespread
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today. So they were in the fourteenth

century. The Black Death wrought a

universal upheaval and transformation

of society to which nothing else in history

is comparable except the influence of the

Great War.

Even in the field of psychology this

analogy holds true. Not only those who
actually fought in the late war, but the

whole population is suffering from "shell

shock," from frayed nerves. It is this

condition which explains the semi-

hysterical state of mind of millions in

Europe, which accounts for their fevered

or morbid emotionalism. The old barriers

are down, the old inhibitions removed.

The superficial yet fevered gaiety, the

proneness to debauchery, the wild wave

of extravagance, the flaml^oyanMuxury^,

the gluttony iii^ restaurant and cafe— all

these phenomena are readjly explicable

by the_st]ident__usedLto_jnakLngL.psy^cho-

social an.alyses_. And as always at such

seasons, the phenomena of the Freudian

complex are vividly presented. A book

could be written solely upon the strange,

intense, morbid sex manifestations abroad

in the world at present.

It was so after the Black Death. The
so-called Flagellant movement was a

mixture of religious morbidity and sex

stimuli, so widespread in its influence

that it reduced thousands to a state of

frenzy. Not since the Crusades had
Europe witnessed so tremendous a mani-

festation of mob psychology. In the

lapse of all the accustomed inhibitTpTR

of church, of state, of society, the thought

and conduct of men went off on eccentric

tangents. The failure of old authorities

gave room for new and_selfj<onstituted

authorities to establish themselves.

Charlatans, mind-readers, sorcerers,

witch-doctors, drug-vendors, sprang up
like mushrooms, along with perfervid

crossroads preachers and soap-box orators

denouncing society and the wrongs

around them, and offering each his

panacea or remedy. A golden opportunity

was afforded to the amateur preacher,

the amateur reformer, the pseudo-scien-

tist, the grafter.

The literature of the late Middle Ages
is rich in the possession of this kind of

psycho-social phenomena, which has not

yet been studied. Few even know of it.

It may surprise the reader to learn that

probably the well-known legend about

I

the Pied Piper of Hamelin is attached to

the time of the Black Death. Grotesque

and amusing as Browning's famous

ballad is, there is yet a tragic pathos

underneath the tale, which he failed to

divine. Browning, as all his readers, re-

garded the story as a mere legend. But

undeniably there is a basis of real history

below the surface.

In the first place it is a well-known

historical fact that the Black Death was

accompanied by a great plague of rats in

Europe. Now the rat has been a symbol

of pestilence since remote antiquity. One
need go no farther than the Old Testa-

ment for evidence of this, and the symbol-

ism is attested by ancient art. What
probably happened at Hamelin was this:

the town was infested by rats; the Pied

Piper made his appearance (whether a

charlatan or a lunatic cannot be said) and

offered to charm the rats away. The rats

probably stayed, but the Piper's strange

costume and stranger power which he

declared that he possessed, united with

the intense, even hysterical emotionalism

of the people, working upon the natural

curiosity of children at sight of such a

wondrous spectacle as the Piper in their

streets, lured the children after him and
they were scattered, never to return. The
poor children were swept away on a wave
of crowd psychology, of emotional ex-

citement, to the point of hysteria. They
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suffered the fate of those who went on the

Children's Crusade, many of whom we

know fell into the hands of professional

kidnappers and slavers.

A book might be written upon these

peculiar and eccentric effects of the Black

Death, as many will write books in the

near future upon the social psychology

of Europe since the war. The parallel

which I have made is not a perfect one,

of course, but there is sufficient analogy

between the aftermath of the Black Death

and the aftermath of the Great War to

enlist the serious consideration of the

student of history.
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The Black Death as a Major Event

in World History

The Black Death of 1348, because of

its universal nature, the demographic

collapse it caused throughout the Western

and Mediterranean world, and its pro-

found effect on all facets of life, was

probably the most important event of

fourteenth-century history. . . .

Epidemics were frequent in the Middle

Ages. Efforts to combat them effectively

were hindered by lack of hygiene and

the inadequacies of medical science. On,

the average one could expect a serious

or even disastrous epidemic every quar-

ter-century.

Many epidemics first appeared in the

great urban centers of the Near and Mid-

dle East, where a number of diseases are

still endemic. Caravans and ships then.

spread_them abroad. We do not know
exactly where or how, in 1347, the Black

Death began. The first manifestation of

the plague appeared in the great Genoese

colony of Kaffa in the Crimea, on the

shores of the Black Sea. Janibeg, the

Mongol khan of the Kipchaks besieged

this port, which was easily supplied by

sea. When an epidemic of the plague ]

broke out injhis army,^ he used catapults

to hurl the dead into the town. Fie did

this not only to rid himself of the bodies, I

but also in the hope that the plague would

spread among the besieged, weakening
|

their resistance. Here, with this simple

operation, we already have chemical

warfare.

Actually, Janibeg's scheme failed; he

•From Yves Renouard, "La Peste Noire de 1348-50," La Revue de Paris, LVII (March, 1950), 107-119.

Translated by William M. Bowsky. Footnotes omitted.
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was unable to take Kaffa. The defenders

g;reatly limited the spread of the conta-

g;ion by immediately throwinj^ into the

sea the corpses with which they were

bombarded, and they were able to resist.

But it was enouejh that some fell ill and

that after the siei^e certain of these re-

turned to the west for the "Black Death"

to spread rapidly.

The disease only later received the

name Black Death from the dark-colored

blemishes that developed on the limbs

of the sick. Without doubt it was the bu-

bonic plague, characterized by the swell-

ing of tumors, or buboes, on the arms and

groin, a gangrenous inflammation of the

throat and lungs, violent chest pains,

vomiting and spitting blood, and the

stench of the victim's body.

It was spread by objects touched by the

sick aTwell as by direct contact. The sud-

denness and rapidity of the disease were

such that a subject could passTrom perfect

health to death in one day. Generally the

illness lasted only from three to five days,

during the course of which the patient

was overcome by fever and tortured by

an intense thirst. . . .

In the space of two and a half years the

Black Death traversed the whole of Eu-

rope. It was not that men failed to try to

halt its advance or at least protect them-

selves from it. All the physicians of the

time were concerned with the plague. A
highly esteemed Italian doctor. Gentile

da Foligno, renowned for his teaching at

Padua, wrote Consilia contra pestilentiam

[Treatises against the pestilence]; but he

died in June 1348, a victim of his devo-

tion to the sick, who had pressed around

him. At Montpellier, where the university

was famous for the skill of its medical

faculty, all the doctors died of the plague.

When the plague neared Paris, King

Philip VI sought advice from the Paris

Faculty of Medicine. It produced a Com-

pendium de epidemia per collegium '

Facultatis medicorum Parisius ordinatum

[Compendium concerning the epidemic

composed by the College of the Paris

Faculty of Medicine] which remains out-

standing. But it was a descriptive rather

than a therapeutic work.

Nevertheless, the plague continued its

inexorable progress toward the north.

Before it reached the gates of Reims,

Pierre de Damouzy, a doctor from Cham-

pagne, composed an interesting treatise

on its prevention. He began by explaining

that the fact that the plague struck some

and spared others was due to the influence

of the stars. But he went on to give some

practical advice on how to avoid infec-

tion. He repeated Rhazes'^ old prescrip-

tion: to protect himself from the plague

a person should stay at home with doors

and windows shut; if he absolutely has

to go out, he should carry camphor, am-

ber, or some other disinfectant. Further,

Damouzy recommended bleeding, purg-

ing, and a lightened diet; he absolutely

forbade bathing and lovemaking. Al-

though many of his prescriptions seemed

sensible and judicious, the plague con-

tinued to spread.

The spread of the Black Death marked

the complete failure of coiUemporarv

medicine. It also showed the futility of

conceiving of charity and religion as a

prophylaxis. Some religious orders were

tirelessly devoted to the care of plague

victims, but they saved only a very small

number of the sick, and many religious

brotherhoods lost their entire member-

ships. Ecclesiastical authorities instituted

suitable prayers; Pope Clement VI estab-

lished a special office to win God's mercy.

' Rhazes or al Razi {ca. 865-924) was a great Persian

Muslim physician who wrote numerous valuable

treatises on a variety of subjects. His major medical

work, "Comprehensive Book," was translated into

Latin in the thirteenth century. — Ed.
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This was largely in vain, just as it was in

vain for popular piety to turn to Saint

Sebastian, Saint Anthony, and Saint Ad-

rian, holy protectors who were reputed

to fight epidemics.

The blind barbarity that turned the

wrath of the credulous masses against

the Jews had no more success. The T^ws

were accused of spreading the epidemic

by poiserfTTTrg wclls.-They were persecuted

everywhere, but it was particularly in

Spain that terror of the plague stirred

up the flames of anti-Semitism. At Avi-

gnon, the Pope protected the Jews from

all violence.

The only preventive measure that had

any efficacy was, by definition, the tactic

of cowards. Those who were able to flee

to a healthy part of the countryside, far

from population centers, before they were

infected succeeded in escaping the plague.

But this was a rich man's defense, avail-

able especially to kings, princes, and

lords. After having shown a great deal

of courage Pope Clement VI finally with-

drew to Villeneuve-les-Avignon. Many
rich bourgeois also had recourse to this

defense, witness the eight young women
and two young men of the Decameron,

who sought amusement and health in a

villa in the Tuscan hills.

Thus, despite practical and scholarly

cures, despite prayer and popular wrath,

men all over Europe continued to die.

The number of dead was such that con-

temporaries viewed the epidemic as an

unprecedented disaster. —
Boccaccio estimates that more than a

hundred thousand died in Florence; a

chronicler of Rouen gives the same num-
ber for that city, and Gilles li Muisit notes

twenty-five thousand for Tournai. Frois-

sart devoted only one sentence of his long

work to the plague, but it has become

famous: "In this time a disease which

is called an epidemic raged generally

throughout the world, and a good third

of the world died of it." Simon de Couvin

of Montpellier estimates that the plague

carried off half the population.

These figures are clearly exaggerated;

those given for towns even exceed the

total number of their inhabitants. More-

over, if a third or half of the total popu-

lation had perished, Europe would have

become a kind of wasteland- But events

after 1350 testifŷ that a dense population

stilJLexist^.
~~^ ~^

The plague did not strike all regions,

all human groupings, and all social cate-

gories with the same intensity. As was

to be expected, population centers were

particularly hard hit. The towns, where
hygienejvas__dep]£rabla,--suf£ered much
more than_the countryside. And in the

towns social groups that lived crowded

together, such as members of the working

class and friars of the mendicant orders,

suffered rnost.

Surviving archival documents give us

an accurate idea of the size of the mor-

tality in certain instances. Study of the

accounts of the Apostolic Chamber re-

veals that 94 persons probably died of the

infirmitias [plague] at the pontifical court

of Avignon in 1348-1349. Since the court

had a total of 450 members, this represents

nearly a fourth.

The parish register kept by the pastor of

the village of Givry, near Chalon-sur-

Saone in Burgundy, has been preserved

for the period of the epidemic. In the

1 preceding decade an average of 30 per-

I sons died annually in this prosperous

village of 1200 to 1500 inhabitants; but

from August 5 to November 19, 1348,

615 persons died, almost half the popula-

tion. The calculations for the English

clerg)^ made by Gasquet^ suggest that

^The Benedictine Cardinal, Francis Aidan Gas-

quet, whose The Great Pestilence was published in

1893.-Ed.
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between 1348 and 1350 nearly half were

lost to the plague. Doren^ estimates that

in Italy from 40 to 60 percent of the urban

population perished, but that the losses

were much less in the countryside. Cer-

tain evidence seems to confirm this urban

hecatomb: For example, the commune of

Siena had undertaken the construction

of an immense and splendid cathedral,

of which the old cathedral would have

constituted only a transept, but the pla^^ue

interrupted the work. The depopulation

and ruin of the town made it. useless and

impossible to resume construction. On the

immense esplanade that surrounds the

cathedral of Siena, the black and white

columns of this projected edifice still

reach heavenward in unhappy, mournful

appeal.

But the worst losses known are those

suffered by thelnonasteries of the mendi-

cant orders. The Dominican monasteries

of Tuscany and Languedoc"* did not al-

ways have as many as a hundred friars

each; those such as Santa Maria Novella

at Florence which had more than 150 were

quite rare. When the plague struck, 78

friars died in Florence, 49 in Siena, 57

in Pisa, and 39 in Lucca. There remained

only 7 out of 140 at Montpellier and 7 of

160 at Maguelonne. In the monasteries

of the Cordeliers, at Marseille and Car-

cassonne, all the friars died. Thus the

proportion of plague deaths in relation

to the total population seems to have

oscillated from a half to an eighth accord-

ing to the region.

These innumerable victims were not all

persons without significance. Some had
made names for themselves in certain

human endeavor. Strangers to each other,

differing in age, they were bound together

by a common date of death. There were

kings and princes among them. The son

of the Byzantine emperor, Andronicus

Comnenus, died in three days at Con-

stantinople; Leonora of Portugal (Queen

of Aragon), Princess Maria of Aragon

(daughter of King Peter IV's first mar-

riage), the Count and Countess of Riba-

gorce, and King Alfonso XI of Castile

also were taken by the plague. Edward

Ill's daughter Joan of England, who was

the fiancee of Peter the Cruel, son and

successor of Alfonso XI, died in Bordeaux

in August 1348, on the way to her future

kingdom. Some celebrated prelates and

theologians also perished. Among them

were two successive archbishops of Can-

terbury; the second, Thomas Bradwar-

dine, was one of the most learned masters

of the University of Oxford. Also in this

category were the Augustinian monk
Simone Fidati da Cascia, renowned for

his De gestis Domini Salvatoris, the first

life of Christ written since the Gospels,

and Cardinal Giovanni Colonna, Pe-

trarch's^ friend and protector, who died

at Avignon on July 3, 1348. Three months

earlier, in the first days of April, Pe-

trarch's inspiration, Laura de Noves, was

carried off by the plague. Petrarch, then

absent at Parma, learned simultaneously

of the deaths of the two persons he cher-

ished most. In the famous verse in which

he mourns them, he associates the mem-
ory of the mistress of his heart with that

of his patron:

Broken is the tall column and green laurel

which shaded my weary thought.

Among artists, the two Sienese painters

Ambrogio and Pietro Lorenzetti, who had

decorated the principal buildings of Siena

with their frescoes, the Florentine painter

'Alfred J. Doren, a German economic historian

who specialized in Italian economic history. — Ed.

^Southern France— Ed.

^Francesco Petrarca (1304-74), an early Italian

humanist. — Ed.
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Bernardo Daddi, one of Giotto's best pu-

)ils, and the sculptor Andrea Pisano suc-

:umbed in 1348. Among businessmen,

jiovanni Villani, associated first with

he Florentine Peruzzi company, later

iixh the Buonaccorsi, in his exactness

nd objectivity the greatest chronicler

•f the fourteenth century, died in 1348,

saving his pen to his brother Matteo.

ir John Pulteney, a member of the Com-
»any of Drapers of London, four times

layor, and the greatest banker in the

ity, was carried off some months later,

imong soldiers who died was Sir John
lontgomery, the first English captain

f recently conquered Calais. And the

^staments to many common people

lournfuUy recall their collective deaths.

No^weddings took j)lace during the

esji 1enre^JmLonce it seemed over there

^ereuausually many. The parish register

f Givr\- mentions no weddings in 1348,

ut 86 in 1349, of w^hich 42 took place

etween Januar^^ 14 and February 24. And
lis was among a population reduced to

few hundred inhabitants. Evidently,

arviving widowers, whatever their age,

Bmarried with a young man's haste,

ruillaume de Nangis's continuator notes

lis in his chronicle: "At the end of this

pidemic, pestilence, and mortality, men
nd women married each other." It was

ecessary to restore the hearths in vil-

iges where perhaps only one still re-

lained. But however fecund these new
nions were, only in time could they

3medy the severe demographic setback

lat the plague had caused throughout

le world. For at least a generation Eu-

3pe was again mthat state of underpopu-
Ltion from which it had wrested itself

nee the twelfth centur\^

This swift and unequal demographic

^llapse following immediately upon the

sychological and mental shock caused

Y the epidemic (during which each per-

son felt himself menaced and lived

through frightful hours) had the greatest

consequence in all areas.

Frightened by the approach of the

plague, which they saw as God's instru-

ment of vengeance for^the. punishment
of tTiei^sins, certain men sought to ap-

pease divine wrath by penances as ex-

ceptional as the plague itself. Thus a

preventive movement of mortification

and mysticism began in Germany. Men
and ~~women assembled and left their

homes in bands of several hundred under

the leadership of one or more chiefs,

whom they called masters in imitation

of the mendicant orders. In each locality

that they traversed they stopped and

publicly whipped themselves w:ith cruel

violence while singing laments:

Let us strike our "flesh" [carrion] sharply

while remembering the Lord's great passion

and his piteous death.

In imitating Christ's passion, these

Flagellants sought to obtain God's pardon
through the intercession of the Virgin.

This mixture of mortification and piety,

which well expressed the collective panic

of the population, disquieted the authori-

ties. But the mental contagion spread al-

most as q7iickly as the contagion it wished

to destroy. Before the movement finally

ended, the Flagellant s had spread to Bo-

hemia and Hungary^ in the east and to

Picardie and Champagne in the west

The collective mental shock, which

reached its high point with the Flagel

lants, did not spare many of their con-

temporaries. Fear of the plague and the

spectacle of disease and corpses aroused

in most persons ideas of penitence and

the constant thought of death. The pas-

sion of Christ, which the Flagellants

wanted to suffer in their own bodies,

became a theme of habitual meditation.

It is reproduced in scenes that decorate



30 YVES RENOUARD

religious edifices and private oratories.

Also, the cult of the Five Wounds of Christ

became prevalent. The frescoes of the

Camposanto of Pisa show how strongly

the epidemic turned men's imaginations

to the mystery of death. . . . Macabre

themes rnultiplied in the figiirative arts.

Only heroes and heroines of romances

such as Fiammetta, Pampinea, and their

friends^ had the will and the ability to

forget so many scenes of horror while

residing in the beautiful gardens to which

they had fled, amid dancing, feasting,

siestas, and stories that aroused laughter

and exalted the joy of living. Some

contemporaries reacted against the de-

stroying menace, by which they felt

immeasurably burdened, by giving them-

selvesover to^ sensual pleasures, free_of

care and with feverish violence. They

abandoned themselves to debauchery,

gluttonously satisfying all their appetites.

During the same period that the mystical

crisis we mentioned occurred, a wave of

immorality shook the entire West. "After

the great pestilence of the past year, each

person lived according to his own ca-

price . . .
," notes the Sienese Agnolo di

Tura.

In the countryside as in the towns, the

plague carried off proportionally more

peasants and workers than lords and

bourgeois. Suddenly the supply of labor

had dwindled.

^ On certain English manors all the ten-

ants died. At the beginning of the epi-

demic, this rural mortality caused the

halt of all work in the countryside. In

certain areas, such as northern Italy, by

the testimony of John of Parma, the har-

vest of 1348 remained in the fields. The

relative abundance of products in rela-

tion to the suddenly decimated popula-

* These are the storytellers in Boccaccio's Decam-

eron.— Ed.

tion and people's concern simply with

living, no longer worrying about gain

or the future, caused an initial price drop.

But things changed quickly. The peak of

the plague passed, and survivors aban-

doned poor or badly situated land in

order to settle on the best land, to which

lords attracted them by giving them the

concessions they craved: enfranchisment

if they were serfs, better conditions of

tenure and high wages (wages at least

50 to 100 percent higher than before the

plague).

The agrarian structure of the West was

considerably disrupted. The system of

the seigneurial reserve, which was al-

ready declining, disappeared completely

in many regions. This was because the

peasants tended to cultivate only their

own tenures, whose produce they kept

for themselves. The lords, both lay and

ecclesiastical, suffered an unbelievable

diminution in revenue from ground

rents. Rents dropped by half, sometimes

by three-quarters, because of the im-

mense amount of land that was abandoned

and because conditions had become very

favorable for tenants on the lands that

remained in cultivation. Offerings to

churches decreased in the same propor-

tion. The old class of landed proprietors,

the nobility and the clergy, had its prin-

cipal source of power severely shaken;

castles, churches, rural monasteries, and

even hospitals fell into ruin.

The scarcity of agrarian products and of

fish caused their prices to soar; this had

grave consequences for the urban popula-

tion.
^^*

In the towns the heavy mortality led to

a scarcity of artisanal and industrial labor

even greater than the shortage of labor in

the countryside. It also caused severe dis-

organization of local and long-distance

commerce, since not only was the local

clientele reduced, but nearly all foreign
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Qarkets were affected as well. The work-

irs, less numerous and no longer able

o subsist because of the rise in food

)rices, demanded wage increases. The
ichest artisans profited from the situation

»y attracting all available laborers into

heir shops or under their control, thus

uining their competitors. Lesser officials

nade the same demands as the workers,

or the same reasons. In 1349 the trum-

eters of the commune of Florence ex-

lained to the authorities that they were

lo longer able to live on their wages,

rhat same year the wax-warmers of the

(ontifical chancery and other employees

•f the palace service "no longer wished

work if their salary was not increased."

The scarcity of labor permitted survi-

ors to obtain wage increases that were

roportionally perhaps a bit greater than

he increases in food prices. Thus the

miserable level of their lives was slightly

mproved. The increase in urban wages

aried from 50 to 150 percent, according

3 the town and the trade.

The ordinances enacted by the author-

ties in 1351 (especially by the kings of

ranee and England) to hinder workers

rom quitting their employers and de-

landing wages higher than those of 1347

emained inoperative. The enactment of

uch ordinances was demanded primarily

y landed proprietors and frightened

onsumers. Despite the adoption of regu-

ations, those badly adapted to the new
ircumstances were crushed by the in-

xorable play of fundamental economic

iws.

The crisis caused by the Black Death

ntailed a definite rise in the price of

lanufactured goods and the stagnation

f commerce. The stagnation of com-

lerce was caused by the sudden loss of

ome of its clientele. The English mer-

hant companies, which leased their right

3 export wool from the king, were ruined

in a few months. The king, who wished

to use these companies also for borrowing

money, was forced to revise his entire

economic policy and to receive foreign

merchants favorably.

The states of Europe suffered the con-

sequences of these economic disturbances.

The numerical decline in population and

the ruin of taxpayers caused a drop in

revenue which left the principal political

nations of the West powerless for a time,

just at the moment when their fiscal de-

velopment allowed them to conceive of

great enterprises.

The king of France, the king of En-

gland, the pope, and the Italian republics

had to renounce temporarily their ex-

tensive political and military activities.

The plague had made the raising of ar-

mies difficult, not only by terrifying the

population from which the soldiers must

come, but also by causing a decline in the

revenue needed to pay them. After the

initial success of the Dauphin Humbert's

crusade, a truce was concluded between

Christians and Saracens in 1348. It was

broken only eleven years later after Peter

I of Lusignan gained the throne of Cy-

prus. The threat of war between the two

coalitions formed by Venice and Genoa
in 1345 did not materialize until 1351,

when hostilities began. Finally, after the

[French] defeat at Crecy and the loss of

Calais the Franco-English conflict was

abated by a truce signed in 1347, which

was renewed till 1355. Even the civil war

in Flanders, caused by the fall of Arte-

velde in 1346, stopped when the plague

entered that country.

Political circumstances do not perhaps

alone explain the general abatement of

conflicts.

The reduction in revenues which struck

the princes caused them to dispute more
harshly the revenues they shared. For

several decades the English king had
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been enduring, with difficulty, the in-

tensification of the papal hold on the

English clergy. It was significant that

after the outbreaks of the plague in 1351

and 1353, Edward III enacted the cele-

brated statutes against papal conferment

of English ecclesiastical benefices and

against abuses of the pontifical fisc. The

impoverished English clergy was no

longer able to pay taxes to both the king

and the pope.

In the countryside, a great many ruined

nobles took up brigandage, even before

the great mercenary companies werej^

formed in France. /

The social consequences of the plaguet

were particularly significant in the towns,

.

where men lived more closely together!

than in the countryside and dealt mor^

constantly with one another. By causing

a large number of the bourgeois to perish,

the plague allowed the survivors to gain

possession of the property of the dead.

The Black Death thus created enormous

fortunes. The workers and artisans, how-

ever, who escaped death inherited only

the worn-out clothing of their deceased

relatives. While the plague made the

rich richer, it left the poor as before; the

total wretchedness of the poor continued

while the affluence of the rich reached

unprecedented levels of opulence. In the

urban microcosm the contrast between

wealth and poverty became greater than

ever before. Patrician ostentation and

sumptuousness burst forth even in Flor-

ence, where business men were experi-

encing terrible financial troubles, which

since 1342 had caused the successive col-

lapse of all the greatest commercial com-

panies. A great many citizens, after having

seen their whole family die, bequeathed

all their property to charitable institu-

tions. Thus, the Company of San Michele,

to which all the great merchants contrib-

uted, increased its patrimony by 350,000

florins. It should have distributed this

money to the poor, but taking into con-

sideration that the plague had killed a

great many of these, it decided to use part

of this sum to construct a tabernacle to

shelter the miraculous Madonna, the

company's emblem. Andrea Orcagna was

charged with constructing and decorating

the splendid tabernacle. This example

shows clearly the collective wealth and

egoism of the surviving patricians in an

impoverished town.

It is understandable that such a mental-

ity offended the common people, the

shop workers. Their wretchedness and

the memory of th£^^^^pnlyjnad£_thgir

fevfiHsh^soub- - more responsive to the

comnxunistic preaching of the apostles

oL^oyerty, the Fraticelli and the Spiri-

tuals (wlio^were att£iched,_tCL the__ great

Franciscan order).

The aggravation of social contrasts in

the town, like the severe disequilibrium

of the landed nobility, was a result of the

plague. These effects of the plague in-

tensified the hostility between the ruined

nobility^ and peasantry (whoT^etused to

give up any of their newly won advan-

tages) in the countryside, and between

the rich bourgeoisie and the miserable

proletariat in the cities. It was_ in this

climate of class hatred brought on by the

plague that there broke out, in the second

half of the century, for different reasons,

a series of violenj: social conflicts which

had no equivalent in the preceding pe-

riod. The rural insurrections included the

Jacquerie (1358) and the Tuchins (1381-

1382) in France and the Laborers (1381)

in England. The insurrections of the

urban proletariat included the Ciompi

in Florence (1378), the Weavers in Gand

(1379), the Harelle in Rouen (1380), and

the Maillotins in Paris (1382).

Finally, the Black Death had a pro-

found effect even on intellectual and
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spiritual matters. In striking the clerg}^

severely, it brutally deprived the popula-

tion of a large proportion of its spiritual

guides; in depopulating especially the

urban monasteries of the mendicant or-

ders, it suddenly removed the intellectual

elite ambng the clerg^^ ^^

"The vacancies so abruptly caused by the

plague had to be filled. Everywhere new

priests were quickly ordained and new

monks tonsured. These were for the most

part fairly young or fairly old people,

neither group having any priestly expe-

rience or the moral and intellectual prep-

aration needed to exercise the office

worthily. Most of the new religious, as

was true of certain of the surviving priests,

were attracted to the priesthood only by

benefices. They sought the most profit-

able ones, striving to accumulate several,

and thay worried little about the care of

souls. i)uring a crisis period when the

population had the greatest need of its

spiritual guides, worldliness, immorality,

and ignorance suddenly developed

among the clergy. Abandoned to them-

selves, often demoralized and panic-

stricken, the people lived slack moral

lives and their religion became little

more than a collection of superstitions.

^Traditional practices, belief in liturgical

'prayers, the habit of common prayer,

and in some places even the divine ser-

vice disappeared.! The pious turned to a

more personal religion, while the more

material satisfied themselves with super-

stition. Everywhere the emotional tri-

umphed over the rational. Thus the

stage was set for the criticisms of reform-

ers, who, from the end of the century

on, ^reached.__,aQ_iiiner__reli.2;ion based

upon the Bible. These reformers had

great sport deriding and making a scandal

of the unworthiness of too many clerics.

The plague, which greatly aggravated

the long-standing ill of unfit clerics, also

hindered remedying it. The Order of

Friars Preachers [the Dominicans] de-

voted itself to preaching and teaching,

and constituted the intellectual elite

among the clergy. The Black Death, as

we have seen, depopulated the monas-

teries of the Order. Faced with either

closing some monasteries and concen-

trating the survivors in others, or with

replacing the deceased friars as quickly

as possible to keep all the monasteries
.

open, the superiors general chose the

second solution. Now quantity was pre-

ferred to quality. A run to the monasteries

began; the practice of offering ten- to

fourteen-year-old children to the Friars

Preachers as oblates became general. .

Such recruits often lacked zeal or apti-'

tude. Ignorance crept into Saint Thomas's

order; the novices' studies were often

insufficient, and the general meeting of

1376 emphasized that many young friars

could neit^ier read nor wT-ite. This gjave

intellectual decline did not allow the

Dominican Order to rectify the new ten-

dencies resulting from the deplorable

recruitment of the clergy, itself also an

effect of the shock of the Black Death.

The Black Death of 1348 caused general

/ disorder throughout Europe. It is not

astonishing that so violent an epidemic

had such severe and lasting consequences.

Actually the entire epidemic lasted at

least a generation, and it was even longer

before its demographic effects were wiped

out. Both in violence and extent this was

one of the most severe epidemics that

mankind has undergone. Above all, the

epidemic of 1348-1350 did not completely

disappear. After the first great spate of

killing, there foUnwpH durin g; _lh£-Jiext

half-century sporadic outbreaks of_jhe

plague, which seems to have survived

in a latent state almost ever\^where. For

example, there was the plague of 1361

in Aquitaine, the plague of 1362 in En-
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gland (known as the second plague), the

plague of 1363 in Florence and in south-

ern France, the plagues of 1369 and 1375

in England, and those of 1371, 1374, 1390,

and 1400 in Florence. These outbreaks

once again showed the ineffectiveness of,

contemporary medicine and preventive

measures. Throughout Europe they pro-

longed for severaj_je(^HesTire eff^ct^f

the 1348 epidemic .

Thus the Black Death of 1348, by the

very violence of the blow it dealt man-

kind and by the magnitude of its con-

sequences (reinforced by later outbreaks),

clearly qualifies as a major historical

event. It ended the prosperity which had

prevailed in the West during the end of

the thirteenth century and the first part

of the fourteenth. It brought great misery

everywhere and for a time impeded the

course of political and military events.

YVES RENOUARD

It promoted some profound social

changes: the ruin of the nobility and

the clergy, the rise of the bourgeoisie,

the appearance of social strife between

bourgeoisie and proletariat in the towns

and between nobility and peasantry in

the countryside. It also considerably

hastened intellectual and moral change:

the development of a lay spirit and the

birth of national cultures. Finally, it

caused, in an overexcited and restless

population, the most frenzied and super-

stitious forms of religious life, which

the decimated and substandard clergy

could not correct. This is why certain

historians, declaring how this universal

event indeed ended a period, by over-

simplification have wanted to see in the

Black Death of 1348 the veritable ter-

minus which separates medieval from

modern civilization.
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The Plague as a Recurrent Phenomenon

Epidemics have a history. For a par-

ticular region, or rather for a given con-

tinent, they spread during a longer or

shorter period of time, then they lose

their virulence and slowly or abruptly

disappear, making room for new infec-

tions. It is readily admitted that the year

1348 was the true birth year in Europe of

the Black Death, bubonic and pneumonic.

This malady had certainly already

reached Europe during the course of two

previous large-scale epidemics: one in

the fifth century B.C., immortalized by

Thucydides, and the other during the

reign of the emperor Justinian (a.d. 527-

565). In addition several sources indicate

that there were outbreaks of the plague

during the Roman period and the early

Middle Ages. But it was only in the four-

teenth century that the plague became

solidly entrenched in Europe; this fact

alone justifies our study of the period.

Speaking only in terms of the history of

epidemics, we can say without exaggera-

tion that modern Europe began in 1348.

At least two great "mortalities" occurred

in the first half of the fourteenth century.

The first, which struck a Europe already

gripped by famine, ravaged especially

the northern countries from 1315 to 1317.

The second broke out in many places

from 1340 to 1342, but was particularly

violent in Italy. Modern scholars are

given to conjecturing about these two

*From Elisabeth Carpentier, "Autour de la peste noire: famines et epidemies dans I'histoire du XIV

siec\er Annales. Economies, Societes, Civilisations, XVII (1962), 1080-1083. Translated by William M. Bow-

sky. Footnotes omitted.
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epidemics, to which it is impossible to

assign the name of a specific disease.

According to the chroniclers, these "pes-

tilences" in a few months killed a third

or a fourth of the population in areas that

were infected. Those who were killed

were nearly always living under famine

conditions and suffering from malnutri-

tion. The contagious character of the

disease is nowhere evident in the sources.

According to the individual case the

disease is spoken of as dysentery, cholera,

typhus, or typhoid, etc. One thing does

appear certain: these various maladies

nearly always occurred under conditions

of famine. The chroniclers' descriptions

never contain any details that would
allow us to identify these diseases with

the plague. Thus in northern Europe,

devastated by the famine of 1315, the

people began to die of starvation. Af-

flicted with edemas and exhausted, they

fell dead in the streets. It was only in the

wake of this famine that an unidentified

epidemic (described by some authors

as a "violent infirmity") broke out.

The chroniclers change their tone when
they speak of the Black Death of 1348.

Whereas they had referred to previous

epidemics by simply using the term mor-
tality or pestilence, with regard to 1348

they judged it proper to give a detailed

description of the new evil. Certain

among them believed that it was the first

manifestation of a universal disaster.

Thus a chronicler of Orvieto declares

that "The first universal plague broke

out in 1348 and was the strongest." But
to this he added the revealing enumera-
tion: "second plague, 1363; third plague,

1374; fourth plague, 1383; fifth plague,

1389 ..." A new writer completed the

list with a "sixth plague, 1410." Others

might have continued the list for the

fifteenth century. These recurring out-

breaks constituted a new, significant

factor. Prior to 1348 medieval Europe had
known numerous diseases (and even three

severe epidemics), but all these had been

isolated and due to particular, exceptional

circumstances. At first the Black Death
might have appeared similar to these,

but contemporaries were quickly forced

to face reality. They now had to endure
a solidly entrenched, long-lasting illness

that reappeared every ten to fifteen years

with implacable stubbornness. This was

the veritable drama that marked the

entire late medieval period.

Without doubt it was a drama on the

moral plane. The moral consequences

of the Black Death of 1348 have been

discussed extensively. Would it not be

even more proper to speak of the moral

impact of the recurring epidemics? It

would be interesting to study in depth

the consequences of the second epidemic,

which created the awareness of a perma-

nent evil. At Orvieto the reactions were

symptomatic. Fear and panic appeared

much more 'quickly than in 1348. Hence-

forth they would reappear at the least

alarm. At the same time there developed

a certain habituation to the presence of

the plague.

Henri Dubled^ notes that in Strassburg

and Alsace "This series of huge 'mortal-

ities' kept the people in a constant state

of nervousness and fear." This twofold

attitude— fear and a growing habituation

to the plague— cannot but have deeply

marked the mentality of the fourteenth

and fifteenth centuries, but there has

never been a study focusing on this

particular aspect of the plague epoch.

The influence of recurrences of the

plague on demographic, social, and
economic evolution during the last

' Director of archives and museums of Carpentras,
France, this scholar specializes in- the history of

Alsace and the Comtat Venaissin. — Ed.
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:enturies of the Middle Ages has been

examined in recent years. Most authors

,vho have studied the problem have come

:o the same conclusion: that the Black

Death of 1348 produced vast human
osses, but that these losses should have

Deen rapidly made up, as were those of

^receding mortalities. What was serious

n the case of the plague was its systematic

-eturn, which decimated generation after

generation, frustrating all attempts at

lemographic recovery . Josiah C. Russell's

:onclusions regarding the population of

ingland- are most convincing. These

ire the human losses that he reported

is resulting from each epidemic:

First epidemic (1348), 25 percent

Second epidemic (1360), 22.7 percent

Third epidemic (1369), 13.1 percent

Fourth epidemic (1375), 12.7 percent

It is normal that the mortality rate

iecreased from one epidemic to the next,

Decause the malady lost its virulence at

he same time that the immunity of the

copulation increased. Nevertheless it is

striking to see how closely the losses due

:o the second epidemic approached those

3f the first.

In order to understand better the

:onsequences of the plague as well as the

>low disappearance of these consequences,

Lt is necessary on the one hand to empha-

5ize that the effects of the epidemics were

:umulative and on the other to consider

:he victims' ages. In this category^ Russell's

study (using as a point of departure the

privileged documents called the "Investi-

gations after Death"), though c/iticized

remains bv far the most extensive made

to date. The plague of 1348 affected espe-

cially adults, particularly older men
(this explains the high mortality rate

among the ranks of the secular and regu-

lar clerg\^). As a result the younger

generation was able to replenish the

population. Unfortunately the second

epidemic afflicted particularly children;

this time the future was definitively

compromised.

Russell's stress on the importance of the

recurrence of the plague must not be

limited to England. The idea has been

applied to Provence by Edouard Baratier^

and to the region of Toulouse by Philippe

^Volff,^ who states "As terrible as was the

mortality of 1348, it is especially the

repetition of the plague during the follow-

ing decades that must have had the

gravest consequences. ..." For Germany
. . . this idea was vigorously put forward

in a distinguished article by Ernst Kelter.'

On his part, Henri Dubled estimates that

'the Black Death alone, would not have

sufficed to cause such an acute and last-

ing fall in demographic potential." When
the Black Death of 1348 and later out-

breaks of the plague in the fourteenth and

fifteenth centuries are considered in their

entirety (rather than as isolated phe-

nomena), as a permanent aspect of the

later Middle Ages, one is ine /itably con-

fronted with the problem of the "depres-

sion" which characterized this period of

plague.

- The author is referring to Josiah C. RusselTs

aioneer study, British Medieval Population (Albu-

ijuerque, N.M., 1948).-Ed.

' A specialist in the economic and social history- of

Provence.— Ed.

^A professor at the University of Toulouse and

specialist in the economic and cultural history of

southern France and Catalonia. — Ed.

^ Author of a volume of governmental price regula-

tion (Jena, 1935), Kelter in 1953 published a major

article treating German economic life in the four-

teenth and fifteenth centuries. — Ed.
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The Plague Deemphasized

It is necessary to acknowledge that the

authors of the report to the Tenth [Inter-

national] Congress [of Historical Sciences]

approach the question of a new periodiza-

tion for medieval economic history with

great caution. They do not speak of

"periods"; instead, they employ the term

presently current in Western historio-

graphy: "long-term trends." This term,

which has not yet been definitely adopted,

designates a "phase of long duration"

in economic development, a phase that

is determined by a predominant, charac-

teristic tendency, in essence a tendency

to progress or to decline. These phases

must be distinguished from fluctuations

of short duration. This report treats the

phase of long-duration economic decline

(or to speak with greater caution, of

economic depression or stagnation) which

characterized the European economy
of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries,

more precisely from 1320 to 1330 until

the last quarter of the fifteenth century.

This century- or even century-and-a-

half-long phase exists between two phases

of progress as a "long-term trend."

In light of this theory the development

of the European economy from the elev-

enth to the fifteenth century is presented

as follows: the period from the eleventh

century until the beginning of the four-

teenth century is characterized as an

epoch of economic progress despite some

*From Eugen A. Kosminsky, "Peut-on considerer le XIV et le XV siecles comme I'epoque de la

decadence europeene?" in Studi in onore dt Armando Sapori, vol. 1 (Milan: Istituto Editoriale Cisalpino,

1957), pp. 559-569. Translated by William M. Bowsky. Footnotes omitted.
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traits of decline. There was vigorous

population growth, extension of culti-

vated land, increase in agricultural and

industrial production, technical progress,

strengthening of internal and external

commerce, and a rise in the prices of

agricultural products.

The depression began from 1320-1330

(perhaps even earlier). Population began

to decline (the epidemics of the fourteenth

century are not considered the chief

cause; they merely augmented a decline

previously begun). Agricultural lands

were partly abandoned, towns began to

fall into decay, agricultural and indus-

trial production diminished, technical

progress was arrested, commerce was re-

duced (especially international com-

merce), and prices dropped. In the last

quarter of the fifteenth century a new climb

began, accompanied by a rise in prices.

The depression developed gradually

and was not catastrophic. It too disap-

peared gradually. This depression was

not a disaster for the people of Europe;

a considerable number of segments of

the population were even able to amelio-

rate their economic condition during

this epoch. While wage earners and peas-

ants bettered their condition, the great

landed proprietors suffered. . . .

The process of economic evolution in

Europe during this epoch is extremely

complex, and it is only by bringing to-

gether and evaluating contradictory facts

that one can begin to form a general

opinion of the "predominant tendency."

The chronological outline of the "de-

pression" is not clear. Certain scholars

put its beginning at the end of the thir-

teenth century (even in the middle of that

century), while others prolong its dura-

tion until the beginning of the sixteenth

century. The depression did not affect all

the countries of Europe, and those af-

fected did not all suffer equally. It mani-

fested itself differently in different

regions of each country and in different

branches of the economy. Frequent local,

partial recoveries of short duration oc-

curred. Often the depression of former,

traditional industrial and commercial
;

centers was merely a result of the shift ^
es, .feof such economic centers to new places.
A^

sometimes from the town to the country^ ^^
side. The decline of one branch of indus- <^

try was often compensated for by the

development of another, as can be seen

in places where cloths of great value were

supplanted by cheaper cloths and by

cotten and linen. Abandonment of former

commercial highways was sometimes

caused by a change to new means of trans-

portation, more advantageous in respect

to expenses, duties, etc.

Thus the decline or depression can only

be viewed with substantial caution. The
matter is still more complicated, since

related _questions are dealt with" very

unequally in the specialized TiteraUire

and a—problem must frequently—^^e— as-

sessed in light of merely some conjec-

tures orlrisuYficient factsof a fqrtuilgus

nature.

Study of this problem in different

countries can only reinforce the impres-

sion of uncertainty and raise the legiti-

mate question of whether one can rightly

speak of decline or even stagnation as the

predominant tendency of the European

economy in the fourteenth and fifteenth

centuries. . . .

With regard to the countries of eastern

Europe, it seems to me that the question

of a decline in the "last centuries of the

Middle Ages" is not even posed.

The situation in Germany is mo,

complicated. The absence there of a uni-

fied national economy hinders the fixing

of general developmental stages and the

determination of their tendencies. The.

author (Paul Johansen) claims that the
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evolution of the economic rei^ions of in g;rain has been posed, but hardly stud-

Germany was determined primarily by ied. In the textile industry we definitely

the rural economy, not by industry and ^see no decline. There was only a partial

commerce. In northern and eastern Ger- l^shift of industry into the countryside and

many, despite the partial abandonment o a change to different fabrics; other

of cultivated land (Wustungen), it is seen ^branches of the textile industry (that is,

that grain production was sufficient to ^- silks) also developed here and there. In

enable the Order' and the Hanse^ to^the fifteenth century there was verifiable

progress m bankingmaintain a policy of exportation. One can

r suppose that thedepression was not felt

)^there. Qohansenielieves that certain

symptoms, for example, the consequences

of the Black Death, have often been ex-

aggerated by scholars. In general, one

can form an idea of the German economy

in that epoch only be taking into account

individual regions. Johansen grants that

Germany too was affected by the depres-

sion, but in a different way from the coun-

tries of the west. The expansion of

southern German towns was in contrast

with the economic evolution of other

regions. (Some investigators think this

expansion should be put at a later date.)

In sum, for Germany the question of

depression has not been definitely re-

solved; it still requires a great deal of

research.

Italy does not fit into the picture of

' general economic depression. In the

* second half of the fourteenth ceniury'a

! series oT ^«rptoms of depression was

^ provoked by the Black Death, by the loss

- and displacement of certain markets ,

wars, etc., but this did not constitute

^ « c,eneral depression of econornic activity.

Italy quickly recovered its losses and the

fifteenth century was an epoch of new
economic expansion. The question of

agricultural production and commerce

' This reference is to the Teutonic Knights, origi-

nally a crusading military order, later reconstituted

and transferred to the German eastern frontiers.—

Ed.

^The Hanseatic League, a powerful association of

north German towns that existed primarily for trad-

ing purposes. — Ed.

Italian monetary

capital stimulated economic progress in

other countries, especially in the lands

of the Iberian Peninsula.

We do not possess enough facts to speak

of a decline or depression in another

advanced area of Europe: the low coun-

tries. After studying this region, Charles

Verlinden finds that the doctrine of a total

depression of long duratTon (for this area)

must be revised. He recognizes the lack

of study on this whole question and in-

dicates a series of phenomena which

definitely do not correspond to the char-

acteristics of a general depression. What
appears as a decline was basically a shift

in activity to another economic region, a

shift into another branch, or, indeed, a

market displacement. The decline of for-

mer economic centers was compensated

for by the growth of new ones. Verlinden

states that he would find it difficult to

admit the possibility of a general depres-

sion on the eve of the greatest economic

boom in the history of the low countries.

We are not sufficiently justified in

speaking of a century-Jong _ depression

in the states of the Iberian peninsula.

Verlinden focuses his attention particu-

larly on a tendency toward price decline,

which is observed in the peninsula during

the fifteenth century (in some areas ear-

lier and in some later).

He finds the dominant cause of this

decline in internal factors: population

increase, the development of industry

and commerce, and finally the gradual

increase in the availability of precious
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netals. The economic fluctuations of this

period were advantageous to those with

;alaries, but of very little advantage to

hose making a living from the land. But

dl these factors together are not sufficient

IS grounds for qualifying this epoch a

)ne of depression.

Thus, characterization of the fourteent

md litteenth centuries as a period of

lepression or evenstagnati^^nj^s dubious

n regard to Inost European^comitries.

^n the final analysis, this characterization

:an only possibly be applied to two coun-

rfes: France and England.

There is no doubt that a depression

md decline occurred in France. But it

nust be remembered that no European

:ountry, except the Byzantine Empire,

vas as devastated as France in the four-

eenth and fifteenth centuries. It is easy

o see that the symptoms of the depres-

iion appeared most distinctly in the re-

gions most stricken by the war. But even

or France one must be careful in speak-

ng of a depression at the end of the Mid-

lie Ages. Michel Mollat, after indicating

he extreme diversity in price evolu-

ion, the confusion of the monetary sys-

em, the short-term fluctuations in the

economy, varying greatly in different

:ategories and regions, observes that

'difficult times" began in France during

he thirteenth century and that these

lifficulties manifested themselves in the

phenomena of the decline and "recov-

eries" which succeeded each other, caused

3y diffeient factors in the agrarian econ-

3my, in monetary circulation, and in the

political situation. The general rise in all

tranches of economic life began only in

he last decades of the fifteenth century.

'At first diversity, then a general move-

ment." It is in this that Mollat sees the

nark of the passage from a compart-

mentalized and regionalized economy

:o an "open" economy.

Thus, it is difficult to speak of a de-

pression, in terms of a total economic

tendency of long duration, although

symptoms of decline did exist. But is it

not possible that these symptoms resulted

principally from the political situation

(the Hundred Years' War and internal

h

conflicts): J^<d

Finally there is England, which seems

o be the classic example of the four-

eenth- and fifteenth-century economic

depression. It must be admitted that it

is in England that most of the sources of

medieval economic history have been

preserved, that there are more detailed

figures available for the history of prices

and wages in England than elsewhere,

and that the question of the economic

depression has been studied there with

the greatest care, especially by the emi-

nent economic historian Michael M,

Postan and his school. Nevertheless, the

results still remain hypothetical and

disputable.

But how do advocates of the theory of

economic decline in fourteenth- and

fifteenth-century Europe explain the

causes of the decline?

The authors of the report recognize

that the causes of the decline were many,

but they still search for the fundamental

cause. Political causes and wars, especially

the Hundred Years' War, played a certain

role, especially, for example, in the de-

cline of maritime commerce. But the au-

thors hesitate to place these among the

fundamental causes of the general depres-

sion. They find too that attempts to attrib-

ute the depression to the drop in the

price of agrarian products and the rise in

the price of industrial products are not

justified. The crisis in the international

precious metals market also seems to

them to be a rather unlikely explanation.

The authors of the report, especially

Postan, claim that the fundamental (but

k' St
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not sole) cause of the depression and

its characteristic traits is a demographic

factor: the decline in the population of_

Europe during; this epoch. We said above

that this declijie is detlmtely
^
liot ex-

plained by the devastations caused by

the s^reat epidemics of the period. Un
the contrar)% the de'vastating force of the

fourteenth- and fifteenth-century epi-

demics resulted from the fact that they

were unleashed on a population already

affected by a decline. But if this is the

case, how do we explain the decline?

Postan offers a "Malthusian" explanation

for the population drop. "Nature pun-

ishes man for having asked too much of

her." The rapid population growth of the

eleventh to the thirteenth centur)^ re-

sulted in overpopulation, in "population

pressure on the land" which caused the

cultivation of marginal lands and the rise

of food prices. Population grew faster

than food supply; this caused a drop in

living standards for most of the popula-

tion. It also causedahalt in population

growth^and Fater its decline. All this was

aggravated by the crises of the fourteenth

century, by a series of famine years, by

wars, and by the Black Death and the

epidemics that followed it. The popula-

tion decline can also explain such phe-

nomena as the drop in wheat prices, the

reduction of cultivated lands, the general

diminution of agricultural products, the

diminution in the volume of exports,

the rise in wages, the decline in the reve-

nues of the great landed proprietors, and

at the same time the stability and even

the partial amelioration of the living

standards of a large part of the working

population. The equilibrium between

population size and means of existence,

caused by the diminution of the popula-

tion, led to a new economic rise and at

the same time to a population increase

in the last quarter of the fifteenth century.

All the same we must repeat that the

authors, Professor Postan in particular,

insist on the hypothetical character of

their conclusions and on the need for

further research on the subject.

We too are of the opinion that the ques-

tion of whether one can qualify the funda-

mental tendency in fourteenth- and

fifteenth-century European economic

history as one of decline (or only stagna-

tion) and the question of the real causes

of the symptoms of the depression placed

in this epoch can be clarified only by

study of the sources themselves, research

which at present has only begun. But at

the same time we believe that it is neces-

sary to pose simultaneously a number of

general questions, necessar)^ for determin-

ing the character of further research. My
remarks have value only for this purpose.

I will focus my attention by preference

on the economic "depression" in England,

where the situation is the clearest and the

best studied.

We must return to the question raised

at the beginning: Can one study the

symptoms of the economic depression

without linking them to the historically

determined mode of production that

dominated the epoch, to changes in the

distribution and character of landed

property, and to class relations and class

struggles? Would it not be possible to

consider the so-called decline as really

a progressive phenomenon; the^decline

of old mstitutiohs being compensated

for by the growth of new ones?

If the question is approached from

this point of view, the course of English

economic life in the 14th and 15th cen-

turies must be seen as progressive rather

than otherwise. The regime of serfdom

and forced labor collapsed. Money rents

supplanted compulsor}^ labor ser\dce;

this and other factors caused a general

lowering of feudal rents and a decline
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in peasant exploitation. The greatest

part of the land became "free property,"

in the sense intended by Karl Marx in

Volume I, Chapter 24, of Capital. Produc-

tion for market became increasingly com-

mon among the peasantry'; differentiation

was accentuated; conditions became favor-

able for the development of capitalistic

farming. The progressive role of the

agrarian population became more and

more pronounced; the peasants gradually

secured markets for their agricultural

products and struggled with perseverance

against feudal exploitation. The four-

teenth and fifteenth centuries are the

classic age of great antifeudal uprisings,

which despite their lack of success had

a progressive character. Incidentally,

the demands of the peasants during the

revolt of 1381 were almost all realized in

the fifteenth centur)\

Can one consider these processes a by-

product of the population decline, which

caused such phenomena as the drop in

wheat prices and the rise in wages of

agrarian workers, and place them within

the general framework of the economic

depression?

And can the decrease in population it-

self (hypotheses and conjectures still dom-
inate the calculation of its dimensions

and chronology) be explained without

reference to the distribution of property

and the predominant forms of exploita-

tion? If population growth actually began

to stop well before the Black Death (which

itself resulted from the increasing mis-

ery), can this be explained only by over-

population and "population pressure on

the land," or can it be better explained

by an intensification of feudal exploita-

tion, which increasingly deprived the

peasants of the greatest part of their pro-

duction? i/^J^uJ(if^

Can one speak of overpopulation in

Europe at the end of the thirteenth cen-

I,

Xmty or even earlier? We doubt it. What
especially raises doubts is the unusual

population increase in the twelfth and

thirteenth centuries.

It is difficult to determine the amount
of population increase that occurred

from the eleventh century^ to the begin-

ning of the fourteenth, but it is even more
difficult to determine how much the in-

crease in cultivated land retarded popu-

lation growth. The large number of small

lots of land at the end of the thirteenth

century is not adequate to account for

an increase in human miser\\ The small

lots, especially those of free tenants, were

sometimes considerably augmented by

pasturage rights; also the small tenants

probably learned trades by which they

earned additional income. In any case, it

is ver\^ doubtful that the population of

thirteenth-centur\^ Europe increased to

such a point that the land suitable to be

worked, cultivated, and colonized, no

longer sufficed to nourish it.

The problem of rural poverty (and of

poverty in general) becomes more real

if we consider the amount of agrarian

production absorbed by feudal rents.

These rents, including the exactions of

church and state, were constantly increas-

ing. It must be noted too that on a great

many thirteenth-centur\' English manors

there was an intensification of the most

painful form of feudal exploitation, com-

pulsory labor service. Finallv thejjecrease

in population in certain places (espe-

cially in regions where the system of

servale-forced labor was most developed)

can be linked to emigration to the towns,

to less populated areas, and to centers

of rural industrv.

It follows then that the demographic

factor (if it has really played the role

attributed to it) cannot be examined with-

out reference to the mode of production

which dominated it.

v'lf^-^jr^vo^
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We believe that the phenomena of de

pressionj

tions of development of the feudal system

of production) could only aggravate and

modify (not always equally) the march of

this development.

But_v^£XeJ:here then indications of a

decline ?._Yg^j^t seems so. The,decline of

the domanial economy— that is to say of

gross agricultural production— the di-

saSTgfs'^aused by the Black Death and

other epidemics, feudal anarchy, and the

feudal wars during the growth of the

great centralized monarchies were able

to produce phenomena of depression.

Were these phenomena compensated

for by rises in other spheres of economic

activity.'' Could one suppose, for example,

that the reduction of foreign markets was

compensated for by the expansion of

domestic markets? But it is difficult to

determine if there was a balance, espe-

cially since our figures on the domestic

market are not exact and those on the

foreign market, which were formerly con-

sidered exact, have now been questioned.

Phenomena such as the decline of the

gross feudal economy, caused largely by

the market, the reduction of the ruling

class's income, feudal anarchy, the decline

x)f certain towns, and the decrgg.se in

part of the seigneurial economy passed^^fpopulation, seem to indicate a reduction,

into the Jiands-^f the peasantry. We be- not an increase, in the domestic market.

On the other hand, the increase in the

income of certain (if not all) groups of the

peasantry, the progress of industry in the

countryside, the converting of almost all

feudal rents to monetary form, the in-

crease in state taxes (also in monetary

form), all speak for the expansion of the

domestic market.

It is perhaps necessary to pose another

question first: Did productive forces de-

cline during this epoch and did products

3 The article to which Kosminskii refers is the increase or decrease in quantity? Cer-

report to the Tenth International Congress of His- tainly, if we Calculate total quantity, there
torical Sciences. Rodney Howard Hilton is the au- i i u j i- -r ^.u i ^' u j
,, -. u 1 J .• 1 J- 1 would be a declme it the population had
thor oi numerous books and articles on medieval, ^ ^^

especially English, economic and social history. decreased in number, but if we evaluate

of which Professor Postan and

the other scholars who share his view-

point speak, canjiot be studied apart from

the subsequent course of the dominating

feudal mode of production, which under-

went a considerable crisis in a number

of European countries during the four-

teenth century. What was the nature of

this crisis? M. Dobb and R. H. Hilton

(whose explanation was not adopted by

the authors of the article^) find that the

feudal mode of production increasingly

hindered the expansion of productive

forces and that their expansion demanded

the weakening of feudal exploitation.

This weakening occurred at the end of

the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries,

in part under the influence of general

economic causes (especially the competi-

tion of the peasant class) which rendered

less advantageous the seigneurial econ-

omy based on the market, in part from

peasant opposition which manifested

itself in different ways ^by poor- work

when at_iorced labor and by the great

peasant uprisings. Feudal rent received

by landed proprietors decreased. A con-

siderable part of the land previously

^ lieve that there was no depopulation.

Rather, the liquidation of the seigneurial

economy, the commutation and diminu-

tion of feudal rent, which led to an ame-

lioration of the peasant's situation and

the expansion of simple commercial pro-

duction, prepared a terrain suitable for

capitalistic relations. A certain reduction

in population (which would not be ex-

plicable without reference to the condi-
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he amount of goods produced in relation

o the number of people, there is no rea-

;on to suppose a decline. The majority

)f scholars believe, rather, that there was

expansion. This is especially probable

n the agrarian economy where the less

productive work of the serf doing forced

abor was replaced by that of the free

feasant or the wage earner (whose wage

lad increased relatively).

During this age we see no technical

)rogress in agriculture. Agrarian im-

)lements generally changed little during

he Middle Ages. The principal role in

he development of productive forces

(elonged not to tools, but to men, to their

k^ork habits, to work stimulants, and to

he possibility of serving themselves.

)ne can believe that these possibilities

nd stimulants must have increased in

he economy of small, free producers,

"he organizational advantages intro-

luced during the twelfth and thirteenth

enturies in the great seigneurial econ-

mies were largely negated by the decline

Q productivity of forced labor.

One can admit that the quantity of wool

roduced in England diminished for a

ertain length of time and that the price

f exported cloth did not fully compen-
ite for the decline in the amount of wool

xported. But although in the fifteenth

entury cloth exports, evaluated in mone-
iry units, were less than wool exports in

le fourteenth century, it was in the four-

ienth and fifteenth centuries that the

asis of the cloth export industry (v/hich

layed such a great role in the develop-

lent of English capitalism) was just being

stablished. The decline of medieval

)wns is often explained by the shift of

idustry to new centers and by the be-

inning of a transformation of the local

larket into a national market.

Nevertheless, English society at the end
f the fourteenth- and fifteenth-century

"depression" differed greatly from the

society that existed before this "depres-

sion." It was still a feudal society, but

there were signs of the initial capitalist

accumulation, conditions favorable for

the development of capitalist relations

in the industrial domain and the rural

economy. We can conclude from this that,

notwithstanding the phenomena of de-

pression noted in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries, these centuries, taken

in their entirety, were not a period of

general decline or even of stagnation in

English economic evolution. Rather, this

was a time in which decisive changes

evolved, changes that moved England
to first place in the process of European
capitalist evolution.

The nature of the economy of the four-

teenth and fifteenth centuries based only

on English documents still cannot resolve

questions which the fate of other Euro-

pean economies in this period suggest

to us. A great deal of work remains to be

done. But recent research, the results of

which were presented at the tenth con-

gress of historians, has cast doubt even

on the theory of a European economic

"depression" in the fourteenth and fif-

teenth centuries and would not permit

the use of such a theory in laying the

basis for a new periodization of the Euro-

pean economy.

I maintain the Marxist point of view

which distinguishes in European history

the succession of two fundamental socio-

economic formations: feudalism and cap-

italism. But it is necessary to discern in

each of these formations some stages with

some specific symptoms. We observe in

the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in

certain European societies a stage that

opens the way to the formation of capi-

talist conditions within feudal society,

thus bringing about the decay of feud-

alism.
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Study of the phenomena of "depres-

sion" which one notes in this epoch holds

special interest for the Marxist historian;

he must determine whether these phe-

nomena are proper for a given stage in

the evolution of feudalism or if they are

only of specific and local character. It

is then that we approach a more general

question concerning "the costs," the in-

evitable phenomena of "depression"

which precede and accompany all prog-

ress and which stand out with particular

clarity at certain stages of a particular

formation that has reached the summit

of its evolution and is beginning to drop

toward its decline. At any rate we do not

believe that the study of problems of

evolution and of "economic" decline is

possible without examination of their

relationship to the mode of production

of the epoch, not forgetting that the suc-

cession of socioeconomic formations takes

place in different countries at different

epochs and in different ways.
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aspects of late medieval French social and economic

history. His work includes studies of western French

feudal houses from the thirteenth to the sixteenth
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The following selection is from a wide-ranging

examination of the crisis of the fourteenth century

in Western Europe.*

European Crisis:

T/ie Plague or IVIoral Decline?

The crisis of the fourteenth century

n western Europe has attracted the

ittention of historians for a long time,

following the expansion of the tenth

hrough the twelfth centuries, and
iter the balanced blossoming of the

hirteenth century, there opened a

)eriod of intellectual doubt, social

trife, and economic contraction during

v'hich the characteristic traits of the

^liddle Ages disappeared and the first

tirrings of the coming Renaissance

limly appeared.

In the search for causes, two major
!vents stand out: the Great Plague of

348-1350 and the Hundred Years'

Var, one fortuitous and the other the

^ork of man.

Certainly the enormous, almost instan-

taneous loss of population caused by

the plague and the lamentable situation

that progressively enveloped France,

until then the leading nation of western

Europe, can be considered as the origin

of a^turning point in histoiy. The sudden

disappearance of half, in some places

two-thirds, of__the_popiilation, the dec-

imation of elites , the sudden extinction

of whole farnilies, the transfer of prop-

erty, the moral shock that resulted, all

had a profound effect. And instead of

a period of peace and calm in which the

damage might have been repaired, there

followed, particularly in France, a long

chain of violence, destruction, and

pillage. Even the church underwent

great difficulties.

One is even more disposed to accord

*From Raymond Delatouche, "La crise du XIV siecle en Europe occidentale," Les Etudes Sociales, n.s.,

lo. 42-43 (1959), pp. 1-2, 4-6, 8-17, published by the Societe d'Economie et de Science Sociales. Translated

•y William M. Bowsky. Footnotes omitted.
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a fundamental importance to the Black

Death when one realizes that the econ-

omy of the time was essentially based

on agriculture, and agriculture on the

work force. It is a fact that there was

in the fourteenth century a distinct

halt (in Trance at least) jn agricultural

progress; even worse, there was a no-

ticeable regression. . . .

On _ examining jhe__situatioiL_jiiore
closely, however, one perceives that

the plague did not strike a completely

healthy body, but a weakened organism

which had been manifestiog. signs of

trouble and disequilibrium for some

decades. Historians, both local and

general, economic and art historians,

historians of thought, religious histo-

rians, rural and urban historians, pop-

ulation historians, and even genealogists

have noticed, from the end of the Air-

teenth to the beginning of the fourteenth,

signs of malaise, decline, and exhaustion.

Certainly, each of these scholars finds

an explanation for this decline within

the framework of his own research: local

or regional conflicts, fiscal troubles,

floods or droughts, plague or famine,

the policies of central governments,

the evolution of ideas, etc.

None of the explanations^_Jiowever,

completely accounts for the whole

phenomenon, which, when seen in its

entirety, gives the inrpression of ^ ^ol-

lective decline in vitality.

The crusades provide if not an image

at least a striking symbol of the graphic

curve in vitality from the eleventh to

the thirteenth century. At the juncture

of the eleventh and twelfth centuries

there was a spreading wave of religious

enthusiasm which aroused all Western

Europe to attack the Muslims: a poor

peoples' crusade, a barons' crusade,

hosts of candidates for colonization—
more than 200,000 (according to Rene

Grousset's estimate) were massacred in

Asia Minor. In comparison the expe- •

ditions of Saint Louis seem thin streams
|

that were lost without achieving their

goals, the first in the sands of Egypt

and the second only in Tunis. ^ At the

end of the thirteenth century the last

European settlements in Syria succumbed

amid almost general indifference. From

then until the nineteenth century Europe

was on the defensive against Islam. . . .

Catastrophic theses do not hold up

under examination. Certainly the link-

ing together of rains or drought, scarcity,

the weakening of physical resistance,

plague, and depopulation appears

logical. But even if these appeared ex-

ceptional to contemporaries, climatic

or other such natural catastrophies are

not peculiaT to any given epoch. Only

the Black Death of 1348, because of its

extent, severity, and suddenness can

be characterizeSZasT a decisive disaster.

But the crisis manifested itself more

than a half centur^before the Black

Death struck.

/ One battle— to use war as an example

j
—destroys a nation only if the defeat

I expresses in one notable event a pro-

/ found decadence due to other than

I

fortuitous causes. It is the same when

a society succumbs in the face of tran-

sitory evils; the society must already

;
have been ill. A natural catastrophe,

moreover, can be a salutary stimulus,

!
reawakening a society's energies, just

as a military defeat can mark the be-

ginning of a people's recovery./

The nineth and tenth centuries suffered

from foreign invasion, devastation, and

pillage much more than did the four-

teenth century. Yet the tenth century

saw the dawn of a civilization and the

fourteenth its twilight.

If a natural cataclysm is clearly for-

• Louis IX of France (1226-1270) participated in

the seventh and eighth crusades and died on the

latter. — Ed.

0^'
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tuitous, its destroying power often results

from long negligence and lack of con-

stramtT^ flood may result from a storm,

a winter of abnormal rains, but also

from untimely deforestation or poorly

maintained Hikes . A Tamine^ may^;esult

from abnormal cold, but also froiiL an

absena of foresight, negligent ^culti-

vation, or_ajJ£cline in commerce. Epi-

demics may result from unhealthy living,

poorly maintained towns, stagnant ponds,

and abandoned canals which cause

swamps. Wars may result from the ab-

sence of political power, the loss of

civic and military courage, indiscipline,

lack of imagination, and internal weak-

nesses that arouse the envious ambitions

of neighbors.

One cannot seriously believe that

agriculture was no longer able to nour-

ish a population supposedly grown too

numerous. Certainly lands under culti-

vation at the end of the thirteenth cen-

tury reached an extent that would hardly

ever be surpassed. But so far as tech-

nology went, these lands were far from

being exploited at the most intensive

level conceivable. Even taking into

account a lack of sufficient livestock,

this last hypothesis [of ov^rpopulatiou]

remains, questionable . The great impor-

tance of the production and export of

wine proves that contemporaries were

able to devote a large part of their land,

labor, and fertilizer to luxury production..

Furthermore, Edouard Perroy, who
advanced the undernourishment theory,

refutes it himself when he establishes

that after the bad years of 1315 to 1317

there were better than average harvests

and a drop in agricultural prices over

a period of time, which is little com-

patible with a situation of endemic

want.

If one adyances_ an economic crisis

as explanation for the medieval de-

cline, one must first be sure, even now,,

that economic crises are capable, in

themselves, of causing the decline of

a society; that is, that they are more
than just epiphenomena, the manifes-

tations of a more profound crisis. One
should above all refrain from applying

the contemporary notion of economic

crisis to the thirteenth and fourteenth

centuries. . . .

What is striking, from the end of the

thirteenth century, is~ the collapse of

moral potential, the loss of creative

elan, the pursuit of leisure, even when
leisure-time activities werej)f the highest

quality— artistic, intellectual, and even

religiaus. There are two words in the ori-

son of the feast of the stigmata of Saint

Francis of Assisi (the text of which may
well date from 1337) which describe this

decline well: frigiscente mundo (the

world seems to grow cold).

When Saint Louis died on the Tunisian

shore, a whole world view was dying

with him. Sometimes he seemed a strang-

er even in his own milieu, often mis-

understood even by members of his

of his own entourage— by the faithful

Joinville,^ for example.

This decline in moral potential was\^
accompanied by the growth of individ-

ualism, by the relaxation of social,

religious, familial, feudal, rural, and /

urban Jponds.

The decline in potential and _ the
,

weakening of the creative spirit are

especially perceptible in the ruling

classes; the damage caused by this decline

was greatest there too. The decline man-

ifested itself on all planes; there are an

infinite number of examples of it.

In the tenth and eleventh centuries

the great ecclesiastical figures were

the founders of monasteries, the builders.

In the twelfth century a Saint Bernard

\Joinville (1224-1317) was the seneschal and

longtime servant of Louis IX and wrote a Life of

Saint Louis.— Y.d.

\n )
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took part in all the theological and

philosophical controversies of his time

—with God knows what vigor!— but

at the same time he launched a crusade,

intervened in international politics,

and encouraged the spread of agrarian

monasteries throughout Europe. These

men. of the tenth through the twelfth

century believed that one could sanctify

oneself by creating wealth. One risked

peril when one was content simply to

enjoy riches. In the thirteenth century

this was clearly perceived by Saint

Dominic and Saint Francis of Assisi,

who energetically championed the vir-

tues of poverty.

The old agrarian monastic orders

became rentiers, deriving their income

completely from the soil. The young

mendicant orders quickly lost their

conquering intellectual and religious

ardor. Humbert de Komans, fifth supe-

rior generaL-of lJi£__Dominicans^ re-

proached Ms^rder_.for its lack of both

missionary and scholarly zeal. There

was a retreat from foreign evangelization,

Greek was not studied, and this was one

of the causes of the poor relations with

^the Byzantine Church.

There was no lack of candidates for

canonical prebends, but a great many
canons refused to enter higher orders

and certain chapters could no longer

maintain religious services.

The most extraordinary example _ of

the moral decadence of the religious

elite is furnishe3[ by the military orders.

There were about 9000 chapter houses

of the Knights Templars in Europe,

but only a few hundred Templars took

part in the last battles in Syria.

In the lay feudal world the military

chief, the local chief of state, and the

landed proprietor intent on maintaining

his land gave way to the rentier and the

royal functionary. The division of in-
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heritances, the devaluation of rents

paid in silver coin, diminished the for-

tunes which were means of investment.

The disappearance of the domanial

regime in France separated the ruling

class from the agriculturalists. The ruling

class, living off the products of the land,

became at the same time alienated from

the land. The prevailing securkv dimin-

ished_its military role. The advance of

royal power reduced its role as the guard-

ian of order. The taste for luxury mul-

tiplied its expenses. It tired of adventure

and remained at hom^ Joinville himself

refused to follow his master in 1270. ^
From an arriviste, the bourgeois mer-

chant became a parvenue. In the earlier

period the merchant had been fully

occupied with his business, as had been

his family. The great Italian businesses

were family affairs, in which the family,

including all of its possessions and ac-

tivities, was involved without restriction.

This family solidarity was the basis for

the credit of the business. The merchant

himself was usually on the road.

^^^ In the fourteenth century the merchant

became sedentary. He was preoccupied

with limiting his responsibility; he___ii)-

sured himseli__against jisk^--by the pur-

chase oljands, acquisition_of.i:ents^__ajLd-

the f^Y<^rrT^j2^^lv|rr^t^^^^ pub^^^_[^^

The lands purchased were not considered

a new field of economic activity but an

assurance of security.

The partnership was not only an ap-

preciable technical advance. It had a

moral aspect. As a partnership a business

became an entity complete in itself,

having its own life and autonomy, with

which one collaborated in order to extract

profit without completely engaging

oneself and ones personal property in

it.

Even the progress of culture, of the

arts, contributed to diverting the wealthy

I
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from constructive activities and to the

development of a taste for leisure among

them.

The milieu of the universities did not

escape this preoccupation with an estab-

lished, comfortable situation. The univer-

sities tended to become more exclusive,

multiplying their sources of revenue

while increasing the rights from which

they profited.

In the world of the artisan, it is notable

that corporations do not seem to have

been sojidly estabiishe5""until the end

of the fourteenth century. . . .
i"^^^^'

Corporations are seen by the historian,

especially the legal historian, only

through statutes regarding them, simple

codifications of customs. The more com-

plete and developed the statutes are,

the more perfect the corporations seem.

But this stage only arrives— the word

arrives describes the matter well— at

the moment when they have lost their

dynamism, when they have become not

only static, but, what one might call

"stratifying."

This is indeed the picture that they

present: "In large part," declares a French

ordinance of 1348, "regulations [affecting

corporations] are enacted more to favor

and profit the persons of each trade,

than for the common good." In this sense,

one can say that the development of cor-

porations in the fourteenth and especiallv

the fifteenth century expresses the end

of the vitality of the Middle Ages .

Parallel to this collapse of elites, a dis-

tension of social bonds manifested itself.

The great crisis of the ninth and tenth

centuries scarcely left in existence the

Church, family, and domain, or the bonds

of religion, blood, and land.

In the thirteenth century, familial

ties became rplaxpd^ and narrowed . The

decime m tne "Pirthrate seems to be the

mark and maker of obsolescence. The

laudatio parentum, the authorization

for alienations required from heirs of

the same blood, a usage general in France

from the ninth to the twelfth century,

saw its sanction limited in the time before

it fell into disuse. . . .

Feudal and domanial bonds: >Serfd^om

declined in the fac£__Q£unassive enfran-

chiseinents; the obligations of the villain

diminished. In the sharing of crops the

shace earned bv work increased, that

earned by capital diminished. The mon-

etary commutation of military and agri-

cultural obligations became common,

and was even lightened because of mone-

tary devaluation. The evolution of the

feudal regime is clear: from the tenth

to the twelfth century, feudal ties were

strong at the base and loose at the summit;

from the end of the twelfth century this

situation was reversed— feudal ties be-

came relaxed-gt the bottom and strength-

ened at the summi t.

The bonds of urban and rural com-

munities: These communities developed

under the force of two necessities. It was

necessary to group together in order to

construct and administer new projects

— to construct churches, charitable estab-

lishments, bridges, to establish markets

and organize drainage and irrigation, and

so forth. It was
^
necessary to group to-

gether also for security and_to regularize

relations with the locaL—Lord. Usually

the arrang;ement resultejjrom a realistic

agreemeiiLJbetween_twppowers equally

sure of their rights, equally determined

to have them respected. The decline

of WH^I pnwpr anrPserurity. and the

weakening of creative capacity caused

the disappearance of the salutary con-

ditions which had been at the origins

of the communal movement. So paral-

leling the feudal decline was a decline

of communal association3.

Religious bonds: Parochial bonds
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which rivaled the groupings encouraged

by the mendicant orders and bonds even

within the interiors of some traditional

monasteries. A series of cartulary t^ts

demonstrates_the economic crisis which

struck landed proprietors from the end

of the twelfth century. Most curious is

the remedy employed by religious houses

against this crisis. A piece of land or a

priory especially much in debt was

detached and assigned to an individual

monk who was detached from the mon-
astery to manage it, sometimes with the

aid of his family. During the same epoch

the goods of certain chapters, Mans for

example, were divided into individual

prebends in order to improve their ad-

ministration. The Cistercians relaxed

their early rule, and no longer recruited

lay brothers, which represented a flight

from humble manual labor. Papal ex-

penses multiplied. "From a religious

body with a common life," wrote Dom
David Knowles^ of the situation in En-

gland during the fourteenth century,

one passes "to a college of clerics or to

a chapter of resident regular canons."

Individualism manifested itself every-

where. It is clearly apparent in the

liturgy. . . . The beginning nf thp thir-

teenth century marks a turning point

in the evolution of liturgy. Individual

prayer tended to replace communal
worship.

The growth of individualism assumes

a fundamental importance in agriculture.

Individualism is repugnant to agricul-

ture. The isolated individual is of little

weight in agriculture, which demands
long-term and large-scale planning, per-

severance across centuries, courage,

support, and, even more important, close

family ties. Agrarian production is del-

icately balanced and complex. It cannot

with impunity be submitted to the hazards

of successive division among heirs, of

temporary ownership, and to the sole

imperative of immediate profit.

Agriculture is not an isolated micro-

cosm. The development of a given region

reacts upon the development of others

by example, work atmosphere, and tech-

niques employed. Equally, all regions

suffer from negligence in one. Livestock

do not know the limits of fields, only

of solid enclosures. Poor strains of grain

and parasites are even more mobile. The
smaller an area of agricultural produc-

tion, the greater is its solidarity and the

more numerous are the occasions on

which that solidarity has to manifest

itself so as to compensate for individual

weakness, and^Jie-^mofe-giecessary is the

presence of an elite to^promoteeffort^nd

progress. The active cohesion oX-ar-fural

community_xan_5e^assured by a vigilant

master_or by an eliteTornl^d"tronr^mong

the administration^ collective insti-

tutions. In ajj^jvavs^jt^demends that jnen

join character to intelligence. Without

this p1itf>, vrnpofrP'^ ^^ ^<^'^^pted^_the rural

comgmnity becomes a pillory, the frame

work of stagnation and mediocrity. \j^

Only then does the growth of individ-

ualism become necessary, so as to burst

the iron collar of the pillory. The poison

becomes the medicine. It permits a new
elite to show the masses new ways, to

bring them into its following by persua-

sion, example, and eventually by diverse

forms of constraint.

In the fourteenth century we are at

the first phase of destructive egoism,

that of individualism. Juridical insti-

w-r

^ Professor emeritus of Cambridge University

and a Benedictine, Dom Knowles is one of the most

eminent historians of medieval rehgion, partic-

ularly in England. — Ed.

tiHibns reconciling order and liberty,

initiative and constraint, that had allowed

prodigious earlier expansion in an at-

mosphere of work, now changed their
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meaning in the general atmosphere of

noninterference.

The power of monopoly assured the

most essential collective investments

(mills, bakeries, etc.), the indispensable

discipline of neighboring agricultur-

alists (harvest monopoly, etc.), but it

constrained technical progress (by mo-
nopolies on grape vintage and on bulls

and other reproducers, etc.). It gave a

dismal cast to financial matters.

The division of property rights and

real rights among many holders favored

the multiplication of free hearths, pro-

ductive credit, and constructive labor,

whose fruit remained at least in part in

the hands of the laborer; at the same time

it protected the stability of develop-

ment.

This now resulted in the pulverization

of the land; it became burdened beyond

measure by a veritable parasitism. For

Normandy, Lucien Musset rightly notes,

'Nothing is more manifest when one

peruses the Norman cartularies. One
sees in them an incredible pullulation

of rent sales. Nearly all social classes

took part in these alienations, even the

most humble. This multiplication was

so great that one can speak of a true

division of land revenue between the

rural farmer and the investor (usually

a stranger to the actual work on the land),

in general an ecclesiastic or a member
or the urban middle class." The estab-

lishment of rents that were not balanced

by an increase in productivity mortgaged

the future for gain in the present. Short-

term leases, when candidates for exploi-

tation were numerous and active, restored

the generative pressure of industry; but

in France such leases appeared only

sporadically, and candidates for exploita-

tion were neither numerous nor active.

This society which had been lulled

into a sense of security, lost the power

of invention, of renewal. Not that inven-

tive creativity is a social ability. Inventive-

ness is an individual faculty, and all

centuries have their contingents of in-

ventors. What is eminently social is the

ability to adopt, utilize, and expand
inventions; to make them yield their

fruits.

The tenth through the twelfth centuries

were exceptionally fruitful: in agricul-

ture, for example, there was the horse

harness; in navigation, the sternpost

rudder; in industry, the water wheel

and windmill; in architecture, first the

Romanesque and then the Gothic style;

in music, etc. In most cases it was not

a matter of actual new discovery, but

of importation, adaption, and general-

ization.

From the pnH of thp thirteenth century,

techmcalJniKffiation ceasedJR. H. Hilton

correctly^ points out the similaritv__be-

tweerL_lliLs period and the Late__Koman
Empire. The armies of the late Empire v

were defeated by the barbarians because j^j^^

they failed to adopt the tactics and weap-^ H^
ons of the barbarians. Similarly, in the

fourteenth century the French army
remained stubbornly attached to out-

of-date tactics and weapons, insensible

to the lessons it received or the misfor-

tunes that followed it. It cherished the

courage of the individual warrior, but

it had lost intelligent flexibility and

the sense of collective action.

Architecture remained stubbornly

unchanging, keeping to its own well-

worn rut. The flamboyant Gothic archi-

tecture reached a dead end in the waning

thirteenth century. . . .

Rural architecture, too, exhibited this

ossification. Heavy constructions of stone

replaced those of wood, which had been

light, inexpensive, and when necessary

transportable. Stone constructions were

a poor investment, as they were more
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costly than wood and made a person less

mobile than did wooden ones. They were

a factor of conservatism— a person was

henceforth attached to his house and

no longer able to take up his goods and

emigrate— an obstacle to expansion and

profitable change.

Among intellectuals inspirational

sources did not dry up. In England, in

particular, the movement that would

give birth to empirical and experimental

science took shape. But the forces of con-

servatism and habit were more powerful.

They masked their rejection of innova-

tion under a sterile care for perfection

and absolute exactitude. . . .

The dprlinp qi plitps^ the relaxation

of organic socialities, immobility, and

stagnation evoked, particularly in France

,

what was described after World War I

as a wave of indolence. Through one

of those chain reactions which charac-

terize social movements these conse-

quences, became in turn evolutionary

factors, and developed in two directions:

administrative centralization and social

conflict.

CenU^al authority, bureaucratic ad-

minis^tfation^pccupied the place vacated

by pnwprl pss or dispossessed local author-

itiesj i^illed the vacuum left_by_jhe

rplavatinn nf nrganir soHrI hond?^. spon-

taneous or artificial. The resurgence of

central government was a necessary

reaction against anarchy. But in France

and in the Church at least, the balance

between the needs of order and of life,

in appearance contradictory, in reality

complementary, did not last long. Saint

Louis preserved before his eyes, wrote

Louis de Lagger, the ideal of a feudal

monarchy that respected ancient acquired

autonomies, according to Louis's motto

of Suum cuique (to each his own). His

functionaries were not so liberal. This

class, which produced the jurists of Philip

the Fair, was full of men avid for power.

Wherever and however they could, they

worked to expand the administrative

sector of the state. They found an excel-

lent tool for this in Roman law, the law

of the Late Empire, a period when society

was in a state of decomposition and held

together by a straitjacket of state con-

trols. They now had an administrative

science, the science of law. The mem-
bers of this bureaucratic community,

of similar background and aspiration,

harmonized their actions around the

power whose agents they were, just as

in a modern technocracy. In advancing

their designs, they profited from all the

deficiencies of the local powers as well

as from their anarchic attempts at reac-

tion.

The administrative machine of Philip

the Fair is a good example. Without

awaking suspicion, it was able to stifle

the powerful Templars^ simultaneously

throughout the kingdom. A score of

years later, it executed for the monarchy

the only precise census before the mod-

ern era.

For its part, the Roman Curia remedied

the relaxation of voluntary discipline,

profiting from it to develop a central-

ized administration.

These administrative machines were

expensive, and they grew even more

costly because of their natural tendency

to proliferate. Mercenaries replaced

personal military service. The feudal

lords saw their revenues dwindle at the

same time that their expenses grew. A

resemblance to the Late Roman Empire

becomes apparent in monetary artifice;

and in the strong grip of the fisc on the

^ By the time of their destruction in France by

Philip IV (1285-1314), the Templars -originally

a crusading military order—had become a major

banking institution and the object of suspicion

because of their secret rites. — Ed.
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taxable economy, which when it was not

exhausted, remained stagnant. The fisc

curbed inventiveness and movement
in the economy.

This fixed society offered a choice

terrain for social ills. . . . The services

that the traditional elites rendered no

longer compensated for the privileges

they received. They scarcely continued

to provide securits'—when they did

perform their military- function, they

performed it badly— and their former

administrative functions now fell to the

central government or to local commu-
nities. In France they abandoned their

traditional economic role. They no longer

engaged in an exchange of reciprocal

ser\'ices with the people: they now ap-

peared as parasites and aroused en\y.

The rift between the French nobility-

and people became tragically clear in

the first battles of the Hundred Years"

\Var. . . .

Speaking in absolute terms, it is

probable that the general standard of

living did not decline at the beginning

of the fourteenth centur\\ But in this

motionless society no creative spirit arose

to polarize ambitions. The beati possi-

dentes (the well-to-do) became an exclu-

sive class, stiffling the hope of others to

rise. Men no longer came together to

build; but they united to make claims. . . .

To conclude, this fourteenth-centur\-

crisis occurred especially in France, but

France, by reason nf it<; loc?^tinn. pop-

ulation, wealth, and previous role, held

a preponderant place in Europe. \Vhat-

ever affected France h ad prnfmmH rpppr-

cussions even where. This crisis was a

manifestation of the universal law of

action and reaction; the price of too great

an effort, too great a success; the price

of the well-beins: and creativitv of the

high Middle Ages. It was a price that

was just as hea\y as the earlier success

had been complete. The natural advan-

tages, the shock, after the Albigensian

crusade,' of "communal" influences of

Midi societ\', less appropriate for shaping

the spirit during a period of decline,

increased the lowering of potentiality''

that is quite natural after great creative

epochs. The_harsh orde als of the^our-

teenth and fifteenth centuries, the liq-

u idation of accumulated obstacles, the

crushing of the population, and the com-

m anding n prp<;<;ify pf reconstruction

which these entailed were necessar\' to

reforge new outlooks and open new
horizons for human developmen t.

TRis~simpIethesis does not have the

perfect unity which satisfies the mod-

ern spirit of the economic theorist.

Rather, it appeals to disparate elements,

sometimes far removed from one another

in time. The eclipse of a society is not

a sudden, simple phenomenon. For a

long time fissures spread insidiously

before cracks appear. In the same manner,

violent collapses precede renaissances

by many years.

The ideas developed above will appear

strange to those who think that the Middle

Ages was a period constantly menaced by

famine, the scene of a continual struggle

for survival. However these ideas would

not be strange to contemporary- medi-

eval witnesses. . . .

The explanation we have presented

will seem wholly obsolete, moralizing,

indeed, in a word, ""traditional." This

is all the more reason to favor it.

' A crusade undertaken in the early thirteenth

centur\- against Cathar, or Albigensian dualist

"heretics," who were particularly powerful and

numerous in southern France.— Ed.
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Michael M. Postan

Malthusian Pressure and

Population Decline

On broad and largely theoretical

grounds a rise and fall in population

would be compatible with all the phenom-

ena which our evidence exhibits and

should raise none of the objections to

which other general explanations are

open. When population rose agriculture

expanded under conditions which econo-

mists would recognize as those of steeply

diminishing returns, and agricultural

prices were bound to riseTTTnThe other

hand, when^populationfeU.. supplies, of

ag;ricultural products would Jbe_ more

plenLJful, relative to the amount of re-

sources engaged in their production and

relative to the demand for food, and

prices would be correspondingly lower.

A rise and fall in population would-also

have a so-to-soeak selective effect on

prices m that they would produce a cor-

responding movement in the prices of

agriculture products, but would have

little effect on prices of commodities not

greatly subject to diminishing returns,

i.e. most industrial products.

All this is theory, and, like all theories,

it may at first sight appear too simple to

fit the infinite variety of medieval experi-

ences; but it so happens that this partic-

ular argument also fits with what from

independent evidence we have now

learned about medieval population. The
main trends of medieval population and

the direct evidence available for their

*From M. M. Postan, "Histoire Economique. Moyen Age," in IX Congres international des sciences

historiques. Paris, 28 aout-S septembre 1950. I. Rapports (Paris: Librairie Armand Colin, 1950), pp. 232-236.

Footnotes omitted.
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study will form a subject of a separate

paper. One class of such evidence— that of

occupation of the land— must however be

dealt with here in greater detail. It is

perhaps too far removed from the con-

ventional interest of demographers and
sufficiently wide in its implications as

to touch on almost all the aspects of eco-

nomic history covered by this paper.

For the earlier centuries of the middle
ages the facts of interiial_ colonLsatiorij^ of

new villages, and of new settlementsj^ro-

vides our main evidence of rising popula-

tion. In England^where the study of

settlement is stilLin an emSryonjc con-

dition, some light on the growth of pop-

ulation between the^ eleventh and the

fourteentb-cmitury isjhrown by manorial
surveys. But in France and Germany,
where the study of_setdement has been

more advanced and surveys are_few, the

evidence of internaj_colonisation has been ^

rightly us^d^as proof of growing numbers

of men and women. Mutatis mutandis

evidence of falling numbers in the later

middle ages has been found in the aban-

doned holdings and in the contracting

areas under cultivation. In this way the

story of expanding^nd contracting popu-

latijQajneJCge,sJnJoJhat_oX^expandi

contr^liiLg:,«agdculture;_ which is as it

should be in a society where agriculture

was so important and was so predomi-

nantly "peasant."

Thus, prices, population and agricul-

tural production reveal themselves as

different aspects oi the same process,

going through more or less the same
phases of development, combining and
interacting in every important event of

medieval economic history. ^fijxU--their

very4literaction makes it difficult to sin-

gle any oTThem out as the prime mover
oL^conomic change. Ip some ways the

rgovement o^population was more funda-

mental tl;^n v̂ q£ the other economic

change s/, yet it would be difficult toJreat

the population trendy as the sole or final

cause. The searcli for final causes, here
j

as in other fields of history, will inevita-

bly result in a circular argument. For if

the fall and rise in population caused the

general fluctuations of medieval econ-

omy, what caused the fall and rise in

population.^ It is theoretically possible,

but on historical grounds not very proba-

ble, that a biological factor was at work:

some sudden mutation in the human
capacity for procreation. The Black Death
could perhaps be regarded as a biological

catastrophe; yet it is doubtful whether
the Black Death, even if taken in_XQn-

junctionwith^other great epidemics of the

fourteenth century, rnnld by hsplf arrnjjnt

for. the^population trend of the later mid-

dle_agefi.. For one thing, signs of falling

trends appear before the Black Death and
do not disappear after the direct effects

of the great pestilences should no longer

have been felt. Of other more fundamen-
tal biological changes we know nothing,

and I doubt whether anything about them
worth knowing will ever be discovered.

Could the change be accounted for by

geographical, above all climatic causes?

There is every reason for thinking that

the agricultural depression was ushered

in during the second decade of the four-

teenth century by a succession of dis-

astrous harvests. In England a sequence

of wet years and inundations spread ruin

and famine over the countryside; in Ger-

many and France the period between

1309 and 1323 was also punctuated by

years of hard weather and low harvests.

Some Scandinavian students have also

blamed a climatic revolution for the

permanent change in agriculture eco-

nomics of West Norway and Iceland.

Whereas both countries had been able to
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supply their own bread before the four-

teenth century, they became greatly de-

pendent on imports in the late middle

ages, and to all intents and purposes

ceased to grow their own corn.

The argument is plausible but inconclu-

sive. As far as England goes, one or two

decades of bad crops would not account

for an economic trend lasting a century

and a half. Even if it were proved that

during that time the eastern coastline of

England sank and a permanent change

occurred in the hydrography of Britain,

it still remains difficult to understand

why climatic changes which were suffi-

ciently "permanent" to depress English

agriculture until the last quarter of the

fifteenth century, should yet have allowed

an agricultural boom in the sixteenth

century. As for West Norway and Iceland,

it still remains to be proved that they

had been able to support themselves out

of their own food production in the ear-

lier centuries, and that the decline of

arable farming in the later cen-

turies was not due to purely economic

causes, such as the influx of cheap grain

from the Baltic.

We are thus inevitably thrown back

upon the more conventional and more

purely social explanations. By analogy

with other and similar ages in European

history or with other civilisations simi-

larly conditioned, historians and econo-

mists will inevitably think of the inherent

tendencies of populations on the Mal-

thusian level of existence. Our knowledge

of the demographic trends in the over-

populated countries of the Far East, but

above all recent studies of the Swedish

population in the seventeenth and eigh-

teenth centuries and of the Irish popula-

tion on the eve of the potato famine, give

us some insight as to what might happen

to over-populated countries on a margin

of subsistence. In Ireland the potato,

which had borne well on newly-reclaimed

land, suddenly gave out in the late forties

mainly through plant disease; and popu-

lation, which had previously added to its

potato crops as it married and bred, sud-

denly found itself faced with famine. It

will not be too fanciful to project a some-

what similar story into the facts of the

middle ages and to see in the falling

production of the later centuries a natural

punishment for earlier over-expansion.

As long as the colonization movement
went forward and new lands were taken

up, the crops from virgin lands encour-

aged men to establish new families and

settlements. But after a time the marginal

character of marginal lands was bound

to assert itself, and the honeymoon of

high yields was succeeded by long periods

of reckoning, when the poorer lands, no

longer new, punished the men who tilled

them with failing crops and with murrain

of sheep and cattle. In these conditions a

fortuitous combination of adverse events,

such as the succession of bad seasons in

the second decade of the fourteenth cen-

tury, was sufficient to reverse the entire

trend of agricultural production and to

send the population figures tumbling

down. The Black Death and the other

great epidemics of the second half of the

fourteenth century decimated the popula-

tion of villages and towns, but the reasons

why the recovery-jtvas-slawlandjitful may
well have been that_Jhe ej)idemics oc-

curred at a time., when _^pQpjilatjon and

production were in any case moving

downward.

This hypothesis is tentative in the

extreme; a mere guess which may well

turn out to be untrue. It is suggested

here not in order to account for the popu-

lation trends but in order to underline the

complexity of historical causation. The
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growth and decline of populatiqn_jvas^

'prnhahly thp most fiind^^rppnl^Lll ali_the

processes behind the increasing and

declinmg production
s^
vet _lt may^ilself

have been Jiiflueiiced by upward and

downward trends in medieval agriculture.

Further study may reveal other forces

behind the population movement— above

all forces springing from revolutionary

and irreversible changes in constitution

of the family in time of agricultural ex-

pansion.



David Herlihy

DAVID HERLIHY (b. 1930), professor of history at

the University of Wisconsin and one of the most

innovative of the current generation of American

scholars, is a specialist in medieval and early

Renaissance economic and social history. His

published works, which include Pisa in the Early

Renaissance (1957), suggest new approaches that may
yield valuable historical information from the extant

meager source materials. The following pages are a

stimulating example of his work.*

Malthas Denied

The more we learn of European popu-

lations before the plague, the more we

must be amazed at the extraordinary

numbers of people the medieval com-

munity had come to support.

Pistoia's population is no exception.

At about 1244, the entire countryside of

Pistoia was maintaining . . . about 34,000

persons settled within an area of about

900 square kilometers. This represents a

density of rural settlement of about 38

persons per square kilometer. The total

population of medieval Pistoia, including

approximately 11,000 then residents of

the city, would be about 45,000, which

means a density of settlement of about

50 persons per square kilometer. This

remarkable density was achieved, it must

be added, even before 1250 and within a

contado where over one half the land wa
comprised of high and inhospitabl

mountains.

Tuscany's more favored towns an(

more fertile territories in the thirteentl

century were even more densely settled

not to say glutted. . . .

It is instructive to consider the implica

tions of population densities which, evei

before 1250, reached and surpassed 5i

persons per square kilometer. If all Tus

cany shared the same density of popula

tion that Pistoia had attained by 1244-

and since fully one half the Pistoiesi

contado was thinly settled high hills an<

mountains, that is not unlikely— tb

Tuscan province would have containec

an astounding 1,200,000 persons evei

before 1250. Not until well into the nine

*From David Herlihy, Medieval and Renaissance Pistoia (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Pres!

1967). Copyright © 1967 by Yale University. Pp. 112-120. Footnotes omitted.
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eenth centur\' would Tuscany ao;ain at-

ain that fignare. According to E. Fiumi's^

lot unreasonable estimate, the Tuscan

nedieval population at its height was

not less than" two million people.

^Vith a relatively low level of technol-

e:\^ and inefficient transport, how could

he medieval economy have fed and em-

)loyed such enormous numbers? Onlv

t the cost, it would appear, of forcing

housands and tens-of-thousands to eke

lut their living on the bare margin of

ubsistence. In 1302. a year of scarcity,

he commune of Siena undertook a public

listribution of food, and the poor and

ndigent were found to number 15,000.

The Florentine chronicler Giovanni
^illani was himself shocked to surmise

bat in 1330 the paupers of the city of

lorence seemed to surpass 17,000. And
>overty in the countrs^side was undoubt-

dly more gripping, if less conspicuous.

Povertvmjurn brought poor nutrition,

reakenedjjiysical stamina, and iiiduced

igh susceptibility to_jlisea5e. There can

€ little doubt that the great "mortalities

f the plague were closely linked to the

loor nutrition and bad health of sub-

Lantial numbers of the population. Many
f the great plagues seem to have had the

^ay prepared for them by famine and-

:arcity in the preceding years. The epi-

emic of 1340, first of the really great

ecorded killers, followed hard upon a

ear of want in 1339; two years of scarcity

receded the Black Death of 1348. And
eath from the plague followed dearth

gain in 1388-89.

A huge population, massive poverty,

ndemic malnutrition, shocking mortali-

ies and a catastrophic population de-

line— these are unquestionable facts,

nd the Malthusian diasrnosis of the

' Enrico Fiumi is one of the outstanding scholars

1 the field of Italian medieval economic and social

istor\-. — Ed.

late-medieval crisis finds order and rela-

tionship among them. Does the four-

teenth-centui'\' population plunge indeed

present for us a true historical example

of a classical Malthusian crisis?

Here, however, some reser\ation must

be expressed. It is one thing to recognize

the existence of a precarious balance

between population and resources on the

eve of the Black Death, and quite another

thing to attribute the behavior of the

demographic cur\'e prhnarilv to the im-

pact oT plague and famine upon an ex-

cessively swollen population. Rather, a

careful examination of our data gives

several substantial reasons for doubting

that the shape of the cur\'e does indeed

follow the lines to be expected from an

exclusively Malthusian diagnosis.

There is. to begin with, the pace and

pattern of the population decline. The
high mortalities of 1348 may with great

plausibility be explained by malnutrition

and by the inordinate numbers of con-

sumers which induced it. But if Pistoia

was overpopulated in 1344, was it still

overpopulated in 1392. when the popula-

tion was less than one half its former

size? Yet its population continued to fall,

well beyond the point where one may
continue to speak of inadequate resources.

There is this further and, I think, de-

cisive fact for rejecting an exclusively

Malthusian interpretation for the depop-

ulations of the fourteenth centur\\ The
plague of 1348 did not strike against

a population blindly seeking to increase.

The population had been stable or even

declining at Pistoia for a centun* before

the Black Death. The rura l population of^

1344. four years before the plague,^iad

already shrunk by 23 percent frqm_wjiat

it had been one hundred years earlier-

Moreover, for other Tuscan areas there

are indications that the rural population

was stagnant or declining well before the
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Black Death. At San Gimignano, the

density of rural settlement had apparent-

ly reached its height by 1290 and by 1332

had already diminished. It is more diffi-

cult to judge population movements in

the Florentine countryside, for which

surveys for only a few scattered rural

communes have survived. But such sur-

veys still convey the strong impression

that rural population was stable or even

declining for at least a half-century before

the Black Death.

The great demographic crash of the

fourteenth century was not triggered by

nor was it a direct reaction against a popu-

lation expanding too rapidly. If popula-

tion size alone were the nemesis of the

medieval community, it would be hard to

understand why the Malthusian reckon-

ing had not occurred in the middle thir-

teenth, rather than the middle fourteenth

century.

Perhaps the chief weakness, and omis-

sion of a purely Malthusian diagnosis of

the fourteenth-century population col-

lapse is its failure to recognize the im-

portance of birth rates. It assumes that

these rates were high and constant, and

that the population would automatically

and mechanically have continued to

grow until its very size would have called

down upon itself violent checks and read-

justments. The picture in fact is more

complicated. Our own consideration of

the Catasto of 1427 ^ has shown that birth

rates were not at all fixed and stable, but

were highly sensitive to a variety of influ-

ences. It is, moreover, a recognized demo-

graphic fact that even apparently small

fluctuations in births can have profound

effects on the direction and degree of

population changes. No analysis of the

great depopulations of the late Middle

Ages can be complete without attention

paid to the elusive but perhaps critical

factor of births. . . .

We have two rough but useful indica-

tions of reproductive patterns in the

thirteenth and fourteenth centuries: the

long-term movement of the population

and the apparent size of households.

The thirteenth century was compara-

tively free of major external checks upor

population expansion. But even in the

century's early decades demographic

growth had weakened, ended or was al-

ready reversed. The birth rate in this

epoch could have been only high enough

to maintain the size of the community,

and did not accomplish even that toe

successfully.

The plagues of the fourteenth century

were terrible in their carnage, but they

alone do not explain the failure of the

population to rebound from them, as, in

later periods, under more favorable cir-

cumstances, it was clearly able to do.

Thus, in spite of plagues in 1416 and

1418, and another in 1423 which allegedly

left the city deserted, the urban popula-

tion actually increased between 1415 and

1427 by 20 per cent. This must mean thai

the birth rate reacted quickly and effec-

tively to the challenge of losses, and the

population in 1427, with an astounding

fertility ratio ^ of 1170, shows the levels

to which it could rise. So also, the losses

due to the plague of 1400 are well-docu-

mented: one half the population in the

city, and the same in the countryside

But even here, for all the dimensions oi

its losses, the population was able to make

a quick recovery. The rural population

was 11,364 in 1391; in 1401, only one year

^A census of the Florentine state, including Pi-

stoia, compiled to provide a basis for taxation. — Ed.

' "This shows the ratio of children aged to 4 year;

in the population to women of child-bearing age.

usually taken as 15 to 44. At Pistoia in 1427, children

so defined numbered 3364 and women 2877. This

gives the . . . fertility ratio of 1170 (or 1.17 children

per woman." Herlihy, Medieval and Renaissance

Pistoia, p. 93, -Ed.
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after the plague which carried off half

its numbers, it was 10,027, almost regain-

ing its former size.

The fourteenth-century population,

on the other hand, showed no comparable

power to make good its losses. The failure

of the birth rate to respond to the stimulus

of deaths, more even than the deaths -

TRemselves, seems the root cause of the

shocking population plunge of the four-

teenth century.

More evidence of a comparatively low

reproductive rate even in the thirteenth

century comes from the apparent size of

households in the Book of Hearths.

The Book, to be sure, records only the

names of heads of households, not the

number of persons they contained. How-
ever, the names themselves give indirect

evidence concerning household size.

Where women appear in large numbers

at the head of households, the average

size of the homes must be small, as some

women were not marrying or remarrying

and many widows were not living with

their married children. In 1427, for ex-

ample, out of Pistoia's 2507 rural house-

holds, 191, or 7.6 per cent, were headed

by a woman, and this corresponds to a

household size of 4.65 persons. In the

city, on the other hand, where the number
of homes headed by women was substan-

tially larger (264 out of 1247, or 21.1 per

cent), average household size was cor-

respondingly smaller, only 3.6 persons. /
In the Book of Hearths of ca. 1244, the\

number of women appearing as house-

hold heads is high, approximately 714j

out of 7312, or 9.8 per cent. This figure, it

must be noted, cannot be considered

exact; the sex of many of the persons

listed in the Book cannot be certainly

established through their names alone.

And of course, upon this rough figure

it would be impossible to base a precise

estimate of average household size. But

this high percentage of women at the

head of hearths does show that the homes
of ca. 1244 tended to be small, and proba-

bly could not have counted more than

the 4.65 persons which they averaged in

1427. This was a small household in 1427

(the plague, after all, had struck only

three years before, and the population

"was still in the process of recovering).

It was also a small household in the thir-

teenth century.

The Book of Hearths shows further

that in ca. 1244, as in 1427, the size of

households, and presumably the birth

rate, was affected by the social and eco-

nomic status of their members. While the

Book of Hearths gives no direct indica-

tion of a household's wealth, it does dis-

tinguish the homes of nobles from those

of commoners. Noble households, which

may be presumed to be the wealthier,

appear also to have been the larger. Of

noble hearths, 6.5 per cent were headed

by a woman (17 out of 262), well below the

9.8 per cent representative of the entire

community. The wealthy, even in the

middle thirteenth century, were sup-

porting larger households and presum-

ably more children than the disadvantaged

poor. One of Pistoia's noble and wealthy

families, the Cancellieri, was so prolific

as to attract the comment of chroniclers.

Appearing only in the early thirteenth

century, it could boast, in three genera-

tions, of more than 100 men of arms.

We are not without contemporary com-

ment stressing the critical importance of

births in the growth and decline of the

population. In 1425, St. Bernardino at-

tributed the dwindling numbers of Siena

and Milan specifically to the failure of

many young people to marry, and im-

plicitly to the low birth rate which their

reluctance engendered. Leon Battista

Alberti,^ in his Libri della famiglia, de-

'An Italian architect and humanist (1404-1472).

Ed.
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voted a long section on how to make the

family "populous." He noted the problem

of young men who refrained from mar-

riage "because of poverty." He urged

their older and richer relatives not only

to encourage them with exhortation and

example, but also to donate to them a

"suitable sum" for their needs, "as if to

purchase the growth of the family." Other-

wise, the family would fall in numbers

and wealth, and perhaps disappear en-

tirely, as many had.

These then seem to be the relative roles

of plagues and famines, of overpopulation

and of births in Pistoia's late medieval

population history. The plagues, for

which famines often enough prepared

the way, took a fearsome toll, and mortali-

ties from them were certainly heightened

by poor nutrition stemming from over-

population. The demographic plunge of

the fourteenth century cannot, however,

be taken as an example of a classical Mal-

thusian crisis. A precarious balance be-

tween population and resources seems a

fact of Tuscan rural life for as far back in

the thirteenth century as our sources

permit us to discern. The importance of

overpopulation was probably greater in

worsening social and economic condi-

tions, and thus adversely influencing the

birth rate, rather than as a direct provoca-

tion of plague and famine.

Although natural disasters clearly

played a role of major importance in

Pistoia's demographic history, their im-

pact was apparently aggravated, and re-

covery from them delayed, by a low and

unresponsive birth rate. The birth rate

was in turn very sensitive to the social

conditions under which Pistoia's families

were living. In 1427, and undoubtedly

too in the thirteenth century, poor people

were having difficulty supporting chil-

dren and maintaining their numbers. The

willingness or ability of Pistoia's society

to reproduce was strongly influenced by

the extent and degree of poverty within

it.

The evidence, scanty though it is, still

suggests that bad and deteriorating social

conditions under which numerous Pi-

stoiesi had come to live by the late thir-

teenth century played a major role in

halting the demographic expansion of

the Middle Ages, and in worsening and

prolonging the great depopulations of

the fourteenth century. Conversely, the

renewed if modest population growth of

the fifteenth century implies that the

conditions of life were then improving

for an important segment of Pistoia's

people.

... It is at any rate certain that Pistoia's

population history cannot be isolated

from the changes experienced in the

economy, society and culture of the medi-

eval and Renaissance city.
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"Germany: The Flagellants and

the Persecution of the Jews"

By 1350, the plague in France had
ended or, at least, so far abated as to make
possible the holding of a Council in Paris

to tighten up some of the laws against

heresy. But in the meantime it had moved
eastwards into Germany. Central Europe
was thus attacked on two sides or if, as

seems probable, the Black Death also ad-

vanced by land through the Balkans, on
three sides more or less simultaneously.

By June, 1348, it had already breached the

Tyrolese Alps and was at work in Bavaria,

by the end of the year it had crept up the

Moselle valley and was eating into North

Germany. . . .

The details of the daily horrors are very

similar to those in the cities of Italy and

France and there is no need to labour

them again. One point of difference is the

abnormally large number of churchmen

who died during the epidemic. It seems

indeed that the plague fell with excep-

tional violence on the German clergy;

because, one must suppose in the absence

of other explanation, of the greater forti-

tude with which they performed their

duties. Conrad Eubel, basing his calcula-

tions almost entirely on German sources,

shows that at least thirty-five percent of

the higher clergy died in this period. The
figure would not be exceptionally high if

it related to parish priests but becomes

astonishing when it applies to their nor-

mally cautious and well protected su-

periors. But so far as the monks were

concerned it seems that it was not only

•Reprinted from The Black Death by Philip Ziegler by permission of The John Day Company, Inc.,

publisher, and Collins, Publishers, London. Copyright © 1969 by Philip Ziegler. Pp. 84-103, 106-109. Foot-

notes omitted.
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devotion to duty which led to a thinnins;

of their ranks. Felix Fabri says that in

Swabia many religious houses were de-

serted: "For those who survived were not

in the monasteries but in the cities and,

having become accustomed to worldly

ways of living, went quickly from bad to

worse ..." The monks of Auwa are said to

have moved in a body to Ulm where they

dissipated the monastery's treasure in

riotous living.

For a variety of reasons, therefore, the

German Church found itself short of per-

sonnel in 1349 and 1350. One result was a

sharp increase in plural benefices. In one

area, between 1345 and 1347, thirty-nine

benefices were held by thirteen men. In

1350 to 1352 this had become fifty-seven

benefices in the hands of twelve men.

Another was the closing of many monas-

teries and parish churches; a third the

mass ordination of young and often ill-

educated and untrained clerics. As a sum

of these factors, the German Church after

the Black Death was numerically weaker,

worse led and worse manned than a few

years before: an unlucky consequence of

the losses which it had suffered by carry-

ing out its responsibilities courageously.

The many benefactions which it received

during the terror ensured that its spiritual

and organisational weakness was matched

by greater financial prosperity, a disas-

trous combination which helped to make

the church despised and detested where

formerly it had been loved, revered or,

at least, accepted. By 1350, the Church in

Germany had been reduced to a condition

where any energetic movement of reform

was certain to find many allies and weak-

ened opposition.

One by one the cities of Germany were

attacked. As always, firm statistics are few

and far between and, where they do exist,

are often hard to reconcile with each

other. Reincke has estimated that between

half and two-thirds of the inhabitants of

Hamburg died and seventy percent of

those in Bremen; yet in Liibeck only a

quarter of the householders are recorded

as having perished. Most country areas

were seriously affected, yet Bohemia was

virtually untouched. Graus has suggested

that this was due to Bohemia's remoteness

from the traditional trade routes yet, in

the far milder epidemic of 1380, the area

was ravaged by the plague. An impression

is left that Germany, using the term in its

widest possible sense to include Prussia,

Bohemia and Austria, suffered less badly

than France or Italy, but such an impres-

sion could hardly be substantiated. The

Black Death in Germany, however, is of

peculiar interest since that country pro-

vided the background for two of its most

striking and unpleasant byproducts: the

pilgrimages of the Flagellants and the

persecution of the Jews.

The Flagellant Movement even though

it dislocated life over a great area of

Europe and at one time threatened the

security of governments, did not, in the

long run, amount to very much. It might

reasonably be argued that, in a book

covering so immense a subject as the

Black Death, it does not merit considered

attention. In statistical terms this might

be true. But the Flagellants, with their

visions and their superstitions, their de-

bauches and their discipline, their ideal-

ism and their brutality, provide a uniquely

revealing insight into the mind of medi-

evaL_man when confronted with, over-

whelming and inexplicable catastrophe.

Only a minority of Europeans reacted

with the violence of the Flagellants but the

impulses which drove this minority on

were everywhere at work. To the more

sophisticated the excesses of the Fla-
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gellants may have seemed distasteful; to

the more prudent, dangerous.„Buttono
one did they seem meaningless or irrele-

vant—that there was method in their"

maoness was taken for granted even by

the least enthusiastic. It is this, the fact

that some element of the Flagellant

lurked in the mind of ever\^ medieval

man, which, more than the movement's

curious nature and intrinsic drama, justi-

fies its consideration in some detail.

Flagellation as a practice seems to be

almost as old as man himself. Joseph

McCabe has pursued the subject with

loving detail through the ages: from the

Indians of Brazil who whipped themselves

on their genitals at the time of the new
moon through the Spartans who propiti-

ated the fertility goddess with blood until

finally he arrived at the thirteenth and

fourteenth century— the "Golden Ages of

Pious Flagellation." Most of these exercis-

es were clearly if unconsciously erotic in

their nature. As such, they were far re-

moved from the pilgrimages of the Breth-

ren of the Cross. It would be rash to assert

that the Flagellants of 1348 did not satisfy,

by their self-inflicted torments, some

twisted craving in their natures, but

"erotic," in its normal sense of awaken-

ing sexual appetites, is not a word which

can properly be applied to their activities.

The practice of self-scourging as a

means of mortifying the flesh seems to be

first recorded in Europe in certain Italian

monastic communities early in the elev-

enth century. As a group activity it was

not known for another two hundred years

At this point, in the middle of the thii:-

teenth centur^^ a series of disasters con-

vinced the Italians that God's anger had

been called down on man as a punishment

for his sins. The idea that he might be

placated if a group of the godly drew to-

gether to protest their penitence and

yCV''

prove it by their deeds seems first to have

occurred to a Perugian hermit called

Raniero. The project was evidently

judged successful, at any rate sufficiently

so for the experiment to be repeated in

1334 and again a few years later, when the

pilgrimage was led by "a virtuous and

beautiful maid." This last enterprise ran

foul of the authorities and the maid was

arrested and sentenced to be burnt at the

stake. Either her virtue or her beauty,

however, so far melted the hearts of her

captors that she was reprieved and ulti-

mately released.

The pilgrimage of 1260 drew its author-

ity from a Heavenly Letter brought to

earth by an angel which stated that God,

incensed by man's failure to observe the

Sabbath day, had scourged Christendom

and would have destroyed the world

altogether but for the intercession of the

angels and the Virgin and the altogether

becoming behaviour of the Flagellants.

Divine grace would be forthcoming for all

those who became members of the Brother-

hood: anybody else, it was clear, was in

imminent danger of hellfire. A second

edition of this letter was issued in time for

the Black Death by an angel who was said

to have delivered it in the Church of St.

Peter in Jerusalem some time in 1343. The
text was identical with the first except for

an extra paragraph specifically pointing

out that the plague was the direct punish-

ment of God and that the aim of the

Flagellants was to induce God to relent.

The "Brotherhood of the Flagellants"

or "Brethren of the Cross" as the move-

ment was called in 1348, traditionally

originated in Eastern Europe, headed,

according to Nohl in a pleasant conceit

for which he unfortunately fails to quote

authority, by various "gigantic women
from Hungary." It is to be deplored that

these heroic figures quickly faded from
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the scene. It was in Germany that the

Flagellant movement really took root. It

is hard to be sure whether this was the

result of circumstances or of the nature

of the inhabitants. . . .

The actual mechanism of recruitment to

the Brotherhood is still obscure but the

appearance of the Flagellants on the

march is well attested. They moved in a

long crocodile, two-by-two, usually in

groups of two or three hundred but occa-

sionally even more than a thousand

strong. Men and women were segregated,

the women taking their place towards the

rear of the procession. At the head

marched the group Master and two lieu-

tenants carrying banners of purple velvet

and cloth of gold. Except for occasional

hymns the marchers were silent, their

heads and faces hidden in cowls, their

eyes fixed on the ground. They were

dressed in sombre clothes with red crosses

on back, front and cap.

Word would travel ahead and, at the

news that the Brethren of the Cross were

on the way, the bells of the churches

would be set ringing and the townsfolk

pour out to welcome them. The first move
was to the church where they would chant

their special litany. A few parish priests

used to join in and try to share the lime-

light with the invaders, most of them dis-

creetly lay low until the Flagellants were

on the move again. Only a handful were

so high-principled or fool hardy as to

deny the use of their church for the cere-

mony and these were usually given short

shrift by the Brethren and by their own
parishioners.

Sometimes the Flagellants would use

the church for their own rites as well as

for the litany but, provided there was a

market place or other suitable site, they

preferred to conduct their service in the

open air. Here the real business of the day
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Ctook place. A large circle was formed

and the worshippers stripped to the waist,

retaining only a linen cloth or skirt which

stretched as far as their ankles. Their

outer garments were piled up inside the

circle and the sick of the village would

congregate there in the hope of acquiring

a little vicarious merit. On one occasion,

at least, a dead child was laid within the

magic circle— presumably in the hope of

regeneration. The Flagellants marched

around the circle; then, at a signal from

the Master, threw themselves to the

ground. The usual posture was that of one

crucified but those with especial sins on

their conscience adopted appropriate

attitudes: an adulterer with his face to the

ground, a perjurer on one side holding

up three fingers. The Master moved
among the recumbent bodies, thrashing

those who had committed such crimes or

who had offended in some way against the

discipline of the Brotherhood.

Then came the collective flagellation.

Each Brother carried a heavy scourge with

three or four leather thongs, the thongs

tipped with metal studs. With these they

began rhythmically to beat their backs

and breasts. Three of the Brethren acting

as cheerleaders, led the ceremonies from

the centre of the circle while the Master

walked among his flock, urging them to

pray to God to have mercy on all sinners.

Meanwhile the worshippers kept up the

tempo and their spirits by chanting the

Hymn of the Flagellants. The pace grew.

The Brethren threw themselves to the

ground, then rose again to continue the

punishment; threw themselves to the

ground a second time and rose for a final

orgy of self-scourging. Each man tried to

outdo his neighbour in pious suffering,

literally whipping himself into a frenzy

in which pain had no reality. Around

them the townsfolk quaked, sobbed and
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groaned in sympathy, encouraging the

Brethren to still greater excesses.

Such scenes were repeated twice by day

and once by night with a benefit perfor-

mance when one of the Brethren died. If

the details of the ceremonies are literally

as recorded then such extra shows must

have been far from exceptional. The
public wanted blood and they seem to

have got it. Henry of Herford records:

Each scourge was a kind of stick from which

three tails with large knots hung down.

Through the knots were thrust iron spikes as

sharp as needles which projected about the

length of a grain of wheat or sometimes a little

more. With such scourges they lashed them-

selves on their naked bodies so that they be-

came swollen and blue, the blood ran down to

the ground and bespattered the walls of the

churches in which they scourged themselves.

Occasionally they drove the spikes so deep

into the flesh that they could only be pulled

out by a second wrench.

But though, gripped as they were by

collective hysteria, it is easy to believe

that they subjected their bodies to such an

ordeal, it is impossible to accept that they

could have repeated the dose two or three

times a day for thirty-three days. The
rules of the Brotherhood precluded bath-

ing, washing or changes of clothing. With
no antiseptics and in such grotesquely

unhygienic conditions, the raw scars left

by the spikes would quickly have become
poisoned. The sufferings of the Brethren

would have become intolerable and it

seems highly unlikely that any Flagellant

would have been physically capable of

completing a pilgrimage. The modern
reader is forced to the conclusion that,

somewhere, there must have been a catch.

Possibly the serious blood-letting was

reserved for gala occasions, such as that

witnessed by Henry of Herford. Possibly

two or three victims were designated on

each occasion to attract the limelight

by the intensity of their sufferings. The
Flagellants were not fakes but some mea-
sure of restraint there must have been.

Certainly there was little in their chant-

ing intrinsically likely to lead to to-

tal self-abandonment. The celebrated

Ancient Hymn of the Flagellants, even in

the Latin or vernacular German, was a

pitiful little dirge; as remote from ecstatic

excitement as a Women's Institute Choir's

rendering of "Abide With Me":

Whoe'er to save his soul is fain,

Must pay and render back again.

His safety so shall he consult:

Help us, good Lord, to this result . . .

— Ply well the scourge for Jesus' sake

And God through Christ your sins shall take . .

.

Woe! Usurer though thy wealth abound

For every ounce thou makest, a pound
Shall sink thee to the hell profound.

Ye murderers and ye robbers all.

The wrath of God on you shall fall.

Mercy ye ne'er to others show,

None shall ye find, but endless woe.

Had it not been for our contrition

All Christendom had met perdition . . .

The Flagellant Movement, at first at

least, was well regulated and sternly dis-

ciplined. Any new entrants had to obtain

the prior permission of their husband
or wife and make full confession of all

sins committed since the age of seven.

They had to promise to scourge them-

selves thrice daily for thirty-three days

and eight hours, one day for each year of

Christ's earthly life, and were required

to show that they possessed funds suf-

ficient to provide 4d [deniers, pennies]

for each day of the pilgrimage to meet the

cost of food. Absolute obedience was

promised to the Master and all the Breth-

ren undertook not to shave, bathe, sleep

in a bed, change their clothes or have
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conversation or other intercourse with a

member of the opposite sex.

The entrance fee ensured that the

poorest members of society were barred

from the Brotherhood; the strict rules, at

first at any rate conscientiously observed,

kept out the sensation-mongers who

wished only to draw attention to them-

selves or to i^ive unbridled scope to their

passions. In these conditions, the public

were generally delighted to receive the

visits of the Flagellants and, at a small

charge, to meet their simple needs. Their

arrival was an event in the drab lives of

the average German peasant; an occasion

for a celebration as well as for the working

off of surplus emotion. If the plague was

already rife then the visit offered some

hope that God might be placated, if it had

not yet come then the penance of the Flag-

ellants was a cheap and possibly useful

insurance policy. Without at first being

overtly anti-clerical the movement gave

the villager the satisfaction of seeing his

parish priest manifestly playing second

fiddle if not actually humiliated. Eccle-

siastics had no pre-eminence in the move-

ment; indeed, in theory, they were

forbidden to become Masters or to take

part in Secret Councils, and the leaders

of the movement prided themselves upon

their independence from the church es-

tablishment.

So bourgeois and respectable, indeed,

did the movement at first appear that a

few rich merchants and even nobles

joined the pilgrimage. But soon they had

reason to doubt their wisdom. As the

fervour mounted the messianic preten-

sions of the Flagellants became more

pronounced. They began to claim that

the movement must last for thirty-three

years and end only with the redemption

of Christendom and the arrival of the

Millenium. Possessed by such chiliastic

convictions they saw themselves more and

more, not as mortals suffering to expiate

their own sins and humanity's, but as a

holy army of Saints. Certain of the Breth-

ren began to claim a measure of super-

natural power. It was commonly alleged

that the Flagellants could drive out devils,

heal the sick and even raise the dead.

Some members announced that they had

eaten and drunk with Christ or talked

with the Virgin. One claimed that he him-

self had risen from the dead. Rags dipped

in the blood they shed were treated as

sacred relics. All that was lacking to give

the movement the full force of a messianic

crusade was a putative Messiah. Such a

figure had appeared in the thirteenth

century but, though there may have been

one or two local claimants, no major fig-

ure emerged on this occasion to lead the

Brethren of the Cross into the Millenium.

As this side of the movement's character

attracted more attention, so a clash with

the Church became inevitable. Already

the claim of the Masters to grant absolu-

tion from sins infringed one of the

Church's most sacred and, incidentally,

lucrative prerogatives. A number of dis-

sident or apostate clerics began to secure

high office in the movement and these

turned with especial relish on their for-

mer masters. The German_ Flagellants

took.thejead in denouncing the hierarchy

of theXatholic Church, ridiculing the

sacrament of the eucharist and refusing

to revere the host. Cases were heard of

Flagellants interrupting religious ser-

vices, driving priests from their churches

and looting ecclesiastical property. Other

heretics— the Lollards, the Beghards and

the Cellites—made common cause with

them in contesting the authority of the

Catholic Church.

The parallel between the Pilgrimage of

the Flagellants and the preceding "Peo-

ple's Crusades" became more apparent.

According to John of Winterthur, the
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people were eagerly awaiting the resurrec-

tion of the Emperor Frederick^ who was

expected to massacre the clergy and break

down the barriers between rich and poor.

This delectable vision fused in the popu-
lar mind with the apocalyptic ambitions

of the Brethren. The movement took on
a revolutionary character and began to

direct the hostility of its audiences as

much against the rich layman as the cleric.

What was left of the merchants and nobles

now deserted the movement in disgust,

leaving the extremists free to direct its

passions as they wished. .^

The loss of its bourgeois members in

itself would probably have mattered little

to the Flagellant Crusade. But as they

trekked from plague centre to plague

centre, often bearing infection with them
to .^those whom they were supposed to

succour
J

it was inevitable that many of;

their older members should perish, in-|

eluding the responsible leaders who had

set the standards for the rest. To make up
numbers, pilgrims were recruited less

remarkable for their piety or their dour

asceticism than for their failure to fit into

any regular pattern of life. Bandits too

discovered that a convenient way to enter

a guarded town was to tack themselves

on to the tail of a Flagellant procession.

Little by little the more respectable citi-

zens of Europe began to look with dimin-

ished favor on their turbulent visitors.

Up to the middle of 1349, the Flagel-

lants had things pretty much their own
way. Central and southern Germany was

their favoured hunting ground but they

spread freely over Hungary, Poland,

Flanders and the Low Countries. In March
they were in Bohemia; April, Magdeburg
and Ltibeck; May, Wiirzburg and Augs-

burg; June, Strasbourg and Constance;

July, Flanders. Their numbers were for-

' Probably the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick I

(Barbarossa) (1152-1190).-Ed.

midable and their needs often strained

the resources of their hosts. A single

monastery in the Low Countries had to

provide for 2,500 pilgrims in a matter of

six months; in two and a half months,

5,300 Flagellants visited Tournai; when
the crusade arrived at Constance it was

even claimed that there were 42,000 men
in the company. If anyone opposed them
their reaction was ferocious. Mendicant

friars in Tournai who objected to their

pretensions were dismissed as scorpions

and Antichrists and, near Meissen, two

Dominicans who tried to interrupt a

meeting were attacked with stones and

one of them killed before he could escape.

From the start, however, a few doughty

spirits had declined to be intimidated.

The magistrates of Erfurt refused entry

to the Flagellants and neither from the

Brethren themselves nor from the citizens

was there any attempt to defy their ruling.

Archbishop Otto of Magdeburg sup-

pressed them from the start. In Italy they

made little impression; perhaps the ex-

ample had not been forgotten of Uberto

Pallavicino of Milan who, in 1260, hear-

ing that a Flagellant procession was on the

way, erected three hundred gibbets out-

side his city. The hint was taken and the

pilgrims never came. In France they were

beginning to gather popular support

when Philip VI, showing unusual deter-

mination, prevented their penetrating

beyond Troyes. . . .

They are only known to have held one

ceremony in London, on the open plot in

front of St. Paul's. They seem to have

met with indifference or even hostility

and were rapidly deported as unwanted

guests.

But the turning point came with the

declaration of war by the Church. In

May, 1348, Pope Clement VI had himself

patronised ceremonies involving public

flagellation within the precincts of his



72 PHILIP ZIEGLER

palace at Avig;non but he took fright when

he saw that he could not control the move-

ment which he had encouraged. Left to

himself he would probably have turned

against them sooner, but members of the

Sacred College prevailed on him to hold

his hand. In mid-1349, the Sorbonne was

asked for its opinion and sent to Avignon

a Flemish monk, Jean da Fayt, who had

studied the phenomenon in his home-

land. It seems that his advice was decisive.

Shortly after his arrival, on 20 October,

1349, a papal Bull was published and

dispatched to the Archbishops. This was

followed by personal letters to the Kings

of France and England. The Bull de-

nounced the Flagellants for the contempt

of Church discipline which they had

shown by forming unauthorised associ-

ations, writing their own statutes, de-

vising their own uniforms and performing

many acts contrary to accepted observ-

ances. All prelates were ordered to sup-

press the pilgrimages and to call on the

secular arm to help if it seemed necessary.

That the Pope meant business was

shown when a party of a hundred Flagel-

lants arrived in Avignon from Basle.

Clement promptly interdicted public

penance and prohibited their pilgrimages

under threat of excommunication. Em-

boldened by his example, the rulers of

Europe turned on the Brethren. Manfred

of Sicily threatened to execute any Flagel-

lant who appeared in his lands; Bishop

Preczlaw of Breslau made threats reality

and had a Master burned alive. The Ger-

man prelates took up the attack with

especial relish. The Flagellants were

denounced from the pulpit as an impious

sect and harsh penalties were threatened

against any who failed to return humbly

to the bosom of the Church. Even those

who obeyed were likely to find them-

selves in trouble if they had played a

prominent part in the movement and

hundreds were incarcerated, tortured or

executed. In 1350, many Flagellants were

in Rome enjoying a busman's penance

by being beaten in front of the High Altar

of St. Peter's.

The Brethren of the Cross "vanished

as suddenly as they had come, like night

phantoms or mocking ghosts." The move-

ment did not die, indeed it was still to be

encountered in the fifteenth century,

but, as a threat to society or an additional

headache to those grappling with the

problems of the Black Death, it had effec-

tively ceased to exist.

It is easy to poke fun at these misguided

fanatics. Their superstitions were ridic-

ulous, their practices obscene, their moti-

vation sometimes sinister. But before

condemning them one must remember

the desperate fear which drove the Flagel-

lants into their excesses. These were men

who put themselves to great pain and

inconvenience; in part, certainly for the

sake of their own souls and their own

glory, but in part also in the hope that

their sacrifice might induce God to lift

from his people the curse that was de-

stroying them. There were few saints

among them but, on the whole, they were

not bad men. And it is impossible not to

feel some sympathy for the person who,

when disaster threatens, tries to do some-

thing to oppose it, however futile, instead

of waiting, in abject despair, for death

to strike him down.

They did achieve something. In some

at least of the towns they visited they

brought about a spiritual regeneration,

ephemeral, no doubt, but still real while

it lasted. Adulterers confessed their sins,

robbers returned stolen goods. They

provided some diversion at the places

along their route and left behind them a

fleeting hope that their pain might bring

an end to the greater sufferings of the

plague-striken. But when the Flagellants
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had passed, often leaving new centres of

infection in their wake; when the miracles

did not happen, the sick did not recover,

the plague did not pass; then the condi-

tion of those they left behind them must

have been even worse than before they

came. On the whole they probably did

more harm than good.

One thing at least it is hard to forgive.

In his Bull condemning them, Pope
Clement VI complained that "most of

them . . . beneath an appearance of piety,

set their hands to cruel and impious work,

shedding the blood of Jews, whom Chris-

tian piety accepts and sustains." The
persecution of the Jews during the Black

Death deserves special attention. The
part which the Flagellants played in this

repugnant chapter was only occasionally

of the first importance but it was none the

less barbarous for that.

When ignorant men are oven\'helmed

by forces totally beyond their control

and their understanding it is inevitable

that they will search for some explanation

within their grasp. ^Vhen they are fright-

ened and badly hurt then they will seek

someone on whom they can be revenged.

Few doubted that the Black Death was

God's will but, by a curious quirk of

reasonixig_j_medieval man also concluded

that His instruments were to be found on

earth and that, if only they could be iden-

tified, jt was legitimate to destroy them.

What was needed, therefore, was a suit-

able target for the indignation of the

people, preferably a minority group,

easily identifiable, already unpopular,

widely scattered and lacking any powerful

protector.

The Jews were not the only candidates

as victims. In large areas of Spain the

Arabs were suspected of playing some

part in the propagation of the plague.

All over Europe pilgrims were viewed

with the gravest doubts; in June, 1348,

a party of Portuguese pilgrims were said

to be poisoning wells in Aragon and had

to be given a safe conduct to get them

home. In Narbonne it was the English

who were at one time accused. But it was

the leper who most nearly rivalled the

Jew as popular scapegoat. The malign

intentions of the leper had long been

suspected by his more fortunate fellows.

In 1346, Edward III decreed that lepers

were no longer to enter the City of Lon-

don since:

. . . some of them, endeavouring to contami-

nate others with that abominable blemish (that

so, to their own wretched solace, they may
have the more fellows in suffering) as well in

the way of mutual communication, and by the

contagion of their polluted breath, as by carnal

intercourse with women in stews and other

secret places, detestably frequenting the same,

do so taint persons who are sound, both male

and female, to the great injur\^ of the people

dwelling in the city . . .

But it is one thing to try to infect others

with one's own disease for the sake of the

extra companionship, another to spread

the plague out of sheer devilr^^ When
in Languedoc, in 1321, all the lepers

were burnt on suspicion of poisoning

wells, it was claimed that they had been

bribed to do so by the Jews who, in their

turn, were in the pay of the King of Gra-

nada. There were one or two cases, nota-

bly in Spain, where lepers suffered during

the Black Death on suspicion of com-

plicity but there do not seem to be any

where the Jews were not accorded the

leading role and the lepers cast as the

mere instruments of their wickedness.

One reason for this was that nobody

had cause for envying the lepers or eco-

nomic reason for wishing them out of the

way. It was very different with the Jews

whose popular image was that of the

Prioress's Tale:
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. . . sustened by a lord of that contree

For foule usure and lucre of vileynye,

Hateful to Christ and to his compaignye.

In Germany, and to some extent also

in France and Spain, the Jews provided

the money-lending class in virtually

every city— not so much by their own

volition as because they had been progres-

sively barred from all civil and military

functions, from owning land or working

as artisans. Usury was the only field of

economic activity left open to them; an

open field, in theon^ at least, since it was

forbidden to the Christian by Canon Law.

In cities such as Strasbourg they flour-

ished exceedingly and profited more than

most during the economic expansion of

the thirteenth century. But the recession

of the fourteenth century reduced their

prosperity and the increasing role played

by the Christian financiers, in particular

the Italian bankers, took away from them

the cream of the market. In much of Eu-

rope the Jew dwindled to a small money-

lender and pawnbroker. He acquired a

large clientele of petty debtors so that

every day more people had cause to wish

him out of the way. ... It is fair to criti-

cise the medieval Jews for exacting exor-

bitant rates of interest from their victims

but it is also only fair to remember the

extreme precariousness of their business,

dependent on the uncertain protection

of the local ruler and with virtually no

sanctions at their disposal to enable them

to recover their money from a reluctant

debtor. To ensure their own safety the

luckless Jews were forced to pay ever

larger bribes to the authorities and, to

raise the money for the bribes, they had

to charge higher interest and press their

clients still more harshly. Animosity

built up and, by the middle of the four-

teenth century, Shylock had been born.

The Jew had become a figure so hated in

European society that almost anything

might have served to provoke catas-

trophe.

But though the economic causes for the

persecution of the Jews were certainly

important it would be wrong to present

them as the only, or even as the principal

reason for what now happened. The Jew's

role as money-lender predisposed many

people to believe any evil which they

might hear of him but the belief itself

was sincere and had far deeper roots.

The image of the Jew as Antichrist was

c'ommon currency in the Middle Ages. It

'seemTToT have gairiecTTorce at the time

o^ the First Crusade and the Catholic

Church must accept much of the responsi-

bility for its propagation. The vague

enormity of such a concept was quickly

translated into terms more comprehensi-

ble to the masses. In particular the more

irresponsible priests spread rumours that

the Jews kidnapped and tortured Chris-

tian children and desecrated the host.

>)<^They were represented as demons atten-

dant on Satan, portrayed in drama or

in pictures as devils with the beards and

horns of a goat, passing their time with

pigs, frogs, worms, snakes, scorpions and

the horned beasts of the field. Even the

lay authorities seemed intent on fostering

public belief in the malevolence of the

Jews; in 1267, for instance, the Council

of Vienna forbade purchases of meat

from Jews on the ground that it was likely

to be poisoned.

To-day such fantasies seem ludicrous.

It is hard to believe that sane men can

have accepted them. And yet Dr. Norman
Cohn has drawn a revealing parallel

between anti-Semitism in the fourteenth

century and under the Third Reich. On
1 May, 1934, Der Sturmer devoted a whole

issue to alleged murders of Christian

children by the Jews; illustrating its^ext

with pictures of rabbis sucking blood

from an Aryan child. Most Germans
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were no doubt revolted by such vicious

propaganda but Buchenwald, Auschwitz

and Belsen- live vividly enough in the

memon,- to save this generation from any

offensive sense of superiority to its an-

cestors. Nor do the still more recent

Chinese accusations that American air-

men, in 1952,^ showered the countryside

iround Kan-Xan Hsien with voles in-

jected with Pasteurella Pestis, the bacillus

Df bubonic plague, suggest that man's

infinite capacity for thinking ill of man
is in any way on the wane.

The Black Death concentrated this

atent fear and hatred of the Jews into

)ne burning grievance which not only

iemanded vengeance but offered the

:empting extra dividend that , if the Jews

-rmlrl rtnly hf pji'minated thpn t jlP pJairiiP

"or which they were responsible nii^ght

i^anish \Q^ Th^r^ was really only one

:harge levelled against the Jews; that,

Dy poisoning the wells of Christian com-

nunities, they infected the inhabitants

N\\h. the plague. . . .

The emphasis on this accusation is

surprising. With the exception of the

Facultv of Medicine at Paris, which sug-

gested that a minor contributor}' cause

3f the epidemic might be the pollution

3f the wells as a result of earthquakes,

none of the contemporary' experts seem

Lo have tried to link infection with the

drinking of tainted water. There were

other ways of spreading the plague which

must have seemed at least as plausible to

medieval man. Alfonso of Cordovas

vision of the infection of air by the re-

lease of a "certain confection" into a

'strons:. slow wind" has alreadv been

-These are three of the infamous Nazi concentra-

tion camps in which millions of Jews were tortured

and murdered as part of Adolf Hitler's "final solu-

tion." (Hopefully this note is superfluous even for

the reader of the 1970s.)— Ed.

'During the course of the Korean War. — Ed.

mentioned and in subsequent epidemics

Jews were accused of passing around

clothes taken from the dead or smearing

walls and windows with an ointment

made from the buboes of plague victims.

A partial explanation may be that many
wells in built-up areas were polluted by

seepage from nearby sewage pits. The

Jews, with their greater understanding

of elementary' hygiene, preferred to draw

their drinking water from open streams,

even though these might often be farther

from their homes. Such a habit, barely

noticed in normal times, would seent

intensely suspicious in the event of plague.

Why should the Jews shun the wells unless

they knew them to be poisoned and how
could they have such knowledge unless .

they had done the poisoning themselves?

This theory is supported by Tschudi

who. in the Helvetian Chronicle, records

not only that the Jews knew the wells to

be contaminated by "bad, noxious mois

tures and vapours" but also that, in many
places "they warned the people against

them." If they did, the warnings seem to

have gone unheeded and certainly those

who received them were little disposed

to feel gratitude to the Jews for their

consideration.

There can be little doubt that the ma-

jority of those who turned on the Jews

believed in the literal truth of the accusa-

tions against them. It might be thought

that this certainty would have been shaken

by the fact that Jews died as fast as Chris-

tians; probably faster, indeed, in their

crowded and unhealthy ghettoes. But the

Christians seem simply to have closed

their eyes to reality. Since the Jews caused

the Black Death it was ridiculous to sup-

pose that they could also suffer from it.

Anv appearance to the contran,' was mere-

Iv further evidence of their consummate

cunning. . . .

But though such crude suspicions might

:\
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have been acceptable to the mob, they can

hardly have been taken seriously by the

intelligent and better educated. Dr.

Guerchberg has analysed the attitude of

the leading plague tractators. The most

remarkable feature is how few references

there are to the guilt or innocence of the

Jews. Konrade of Megenberg brusquely

dismissed the accusations: "Some say that

this was brought about by the Jewish

people, but this point of view is untena-

ble." In his Buck der Natur he cites as

evidence Jewish mortality in Vienna

which was so high that a new cemetery

had to be constructed. Gui de Chauliac

was equally categoric. Alfonso of Cordova

considered that, by all the rules of plane-

tary action, the Black Death should only

have lasted a year and that any subsequent

extension must be the result of a wicked

plot. But he did not specifically accuse

the Jews of being responsible. The "Five

Strasbourg Physicians" warned against

poisoned food and water but it is doubtful

whether they believed that the poisoning

was done deliberately by man. No other

tractator paid any attention to the possi-

bility that some human agency was in-

volved in the spread of the plague, still

less that such villains must be identified

as the Jews.

On the whole, this reticence on the part

of the tractators must be taken to indicate

that they did not believe the accusations.

It is impossible that they did not know

what had been suggested and, if they had

really thought that a principal cause of

the plague was the poisoning of the wells

by Jews, then they could hardly have

failed to say so in their examination of

the subject. Their silence might imply

that they thought the idea too ridiculous

to mention but it is more likely that they

shrank from expressing publicly an un-

popular view on an issue over which

people were dangerously disturbed.

For it took considerable moral courage

to stand up for the Jews in 1348 and 1349

and not many people were prepared to

take the risk. The first cases of persecu-

tion seem to have taken place in the South

of France in the spring of 1348, and, in

May, there was a massacre in Provence.

Narbonne and Carcassone exterminated

their communities with especial thor-

oughness. But it is possible that the mad-

ness might never have spread across

Europe if it had not been for the trial at

Chillon in September 1348 of Jews said

to have poisoned certain wells at Neustadt

and the disastrous confessions of guilt

which torture tore from the accused.

Balavignus, a Jewish physician, was the

first to be racked. "After much hesita-

tion," he confessed that the Rabbi Jacob

of Toledo had sent him, by hand of a

Jewish boy, a leather pouch filled with

red and black powder and concealed ir

the mummy of an egg. This powder h€

was ordered, on pain of excommunica-

tion, to throw into the larger wells oi

Thonon. He did so, having previously

warned his friends and relations not tc

drink the water. "He also declared tha

none of his community could exculpate

themselves from this accusation, as the

plot was communicated to all and al

were guilty of the above charges." Ode

scraps of "evidence" were produced, sucl

as a rag found in a well in which it wa

alleged that the powder, composed large

ly of ground-up portions of a basilisk

had been concealed. Ten similar con

fessions were racked from other unfor

tunates and the resulting dossier sent t(

neighbouring cities for their informatioi

and appropriate action.

So incriminating a confession settlec

the doubts or perhaps quietened the con

sciences of many who might otherwis<

have felt bound to protect the Jews. Oi

> 21 September, 1348 the municipality o

Zurich voted never to admit Jews to th

city again. In Basle all the Jews wer
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enned up in wooden buildings and
•urned alive. "In the month of November
egan the persecution of the Jews," wrote

German chronicler. Henry of Diessen-

Loven has recorded the movement of the

3ver across his country. In November
348 the Jews were burnt at Solothurn,

lofingen and Stuttgart; in December at

-andsberg, Burren, Memmingen, Lin-

au; in January, Freiburg, Ulm and

peyer. At Speyer the bodies of the mur-
ered were piled in great wine-casks and

3nt floating down the Rhine. In February

: was the turn of the Jews at Gotha, Eisen-

ch and Dresden; in March, Worms,
•aden and Erfurt. .^
In most cities the massacres took place

^hen the Black Death was already raging

ut in some places the mere news that

le plague was approaching was enough

) inflame the populace. On 14 February,

349, several weeks before the first cases

f infection were reported, two thousand

Bws were murdered in Strasbourg; the

lob tore the clothes from the backs of

le victims on their way to execution in

le hope of finding gold concealed in the

ning. In part at least because of the anti-

emitism of the Bishop, the Jews of Stras-

ourg seem to have suffered exceptionally

arshly. A contemporary chronicle puts

le grand total of the slaughtered at six-

jen thousand— half this would be more
robable but the Jewish colony was one

f the largest of Europe and the higher

gure is not totally inconceivable.

From March until July, there was a lull

1 the persecution. Then the massacre

as renewed at Frankfurt-am-Main and,

1 August, spread to Mainz and Cologne.

1 Mainz, records one chronicler, the

5WS took the initiative, attacked the

hristians and slew two hundred of them,

he Christian revenge was terrible— no
;ss than twelve thousand Jews, "or there-

bouts" in their turn perished. In the

forth of Germany, Jewish colonies were

relatively small, but their insignificance

was no protection when the Black Death
kindled the hatred of the Christians. In

the spring of 1350, those Jews of the Hansa
towns who had escaped burning were

walled up alive in their houses and leTF]

to die of suffocation or starvation. In some
cases they were offered the chance to save

themselves by renouncing their faith but

few availed themselves of the invitation.

On the contrary, there were many in-

stances of Jews setting fire to their houses

and destroying themselves and their

families so as to rob the Christians of

their prey.

Why the persecutions died down tem-

porarily in March, 1349, is uncertain.

It could be that the heavy losses which

the Black Death inflicted on the Jews

began to convince all those still capable

of objectivity that some other explana-

tion must be found for the spread of the

infection. If so, their enlightenment did

not last_lQng^ But the blame for the re-

newal of violence must rest predominant-

ly with the Flagellants. It is difficult to

be sure whether this was the work of a

few fanatics among the leaders or merely

another illustration of the fact that mass-

hysteria, however generated, is always

likely to breed the ugliest forms of vio-

lence. In July, 1349, when the Flagellants

arrivedrin_procession_ at Frankfurt, they

rushed directly to the Jewish c[uarter and

led the local population in wholesale

slaug^hter. At Brussels the mere news that

the Flagellants were approaching was

enough to set off a massacre in which,

in spite of the efforts of the Duke of Bra- >

bant, some six hundred Jews were killed,
j

The Pope condemned the Flagellants 1

for their conduct and the Jews, with good

reason, came to regard them as their most

dangerous enemies.

On the whole the rulers of Europe did

their best, though often ineffectively, to

protect their Jewish subjects. Pope Clem-
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ent VI in particular behaved with deter-

mination and responsibility. Both before

and after the trials at Chillon he pub-

lished Bulls condemning the massacres

and calling on Christians to behave with

tolerance and restraint. Those who joined

in persecution of the Jews were threat-

ened with excommunication. The town-

councillors of Cologne were also active

in the cause of humanity, but they did no

more than incur a snub when they wrote

to their colleagues at Strasbourg urging

moderation in their dealings with the

Jews. The Emperor Charles IV and Duke

Albert of Austria both did their somewhat

inadequate best and Ruprecht von der

Pfalz took the Jews under his personal

protection, though only on receipt of a

handsome bribe. His reward was to be

called "Jew-master" by his people and to

provoke something close to a revolution.

-' 'Not all the magnates were so enlight-

ened. In May, 1349, Landgrave Frederic

of Thuringia wrote to the Council of the

City of Nordhausen telling them how he

had burnt his Jews for the honour of God

and advising them to do the same. He
seems to have been unique in wholeheart-

edly supporting the murderers but other

great rulers, while virtuously deploring

the excesses of their subjects, could not

resist the temptation to extract advantage

from what was going on. Charles IV of-

fered the Archbishop of Trier the goods

of those Jews in Alsace "who have already

been killed or may still be killed" and

gave the Margrave of Brandenburg his

choice of the best three Jewish houses in

Nuremberg, "when there is next a mas-

sacre of the Jews." A more irresponsible

incitement to violence it would be hard

to find.

Nor were those rulers who sought to

protect the Jews often in a position to do

much about it. The patrician rulers of

Strasbourg, when they tried to intervene,

were overthrown by a combination of mob I

and rabble-rousing Bishop. The town-

council of Erfurt did little better while'

the city fathers of Trier, when they of-

fered the Jews the chance to return to the

city, warned them quite frankly that they

could not guarantee their lives or prop-

erty in case of further rioting. Only Casi-

mir of Poland, said to have been under

the influence of his Jewish mistress Esther,

seems to have been completely successful

in preventing persecution.

An illustration of the good will of the

rulers and the limitations on their effec-

tive power comes from Spain. Pedro IV

of Aragon had a high opinion of his Jew-

ish subjects. He was therefore outraged

when the inhabitants of Barcelona, demor-

alised by the Black Death and deprived

through the high mortality and the flight

from the city of the nobles and the rich

of almost any kind of civic authority

turned on the Jews and sacked the ghetto

On 22 May, 1348, he sent a new Governoi

to the city and gave orders that the guilt)

were to be punished and no further inci

dents allowed. A week later he circu

larised his authorities throughout th(

Kingdom ordering them to protect the

Jews and prevent disturbances. By Feb

ruary, 1349, the new Governor of Barce

lona had made no progress in his searcl

for those responsible. King Pedro grev

impatient and demanded immediate

action. In a flurry of zeal a few arrest

were made, including Bernal Ferrer, i

public hangman. But the prosecution h

its turn was extremely dilatory. Si]

months later no judgement had beei

passed and, in the end, it seems tha

Ferrer and the other prisoners wer

quietly released.

Meanwhile, in spite of the King's in

junctions, anti-Jewish rioting went on ii

other cities of Aragon. There was a par

ticularly ugly incident in Tarragon
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where more than three hundred Jews

were killed. Here again Pedro demanded
vengeance and sent a commission to in-

vestigate. The resulting welter of accusa-

tion and counter accusation became so

embittered that virtual civil war ensued.

In the end this prosecution too was tacitlv

abandoned. But the King did at least

ensure that a new ghetto was built and

intervened personally on behalf of several

leading Jews who had been ruined by the

loss of their houses and documents. When
the next epidemic came in 1361 the Jews

appealed to the King for protection and

an armed guard was placed at the gates

of the ghetto.

Flanders was bitten by the bug at about ~?

the same time as the Bavarian towns.

"Anno domini 1349 sloeg men de Joden/

dood" [In the year of the Lord 1349 meii

slew the Jews dead] is the chronicler's

brutallv laconic reference to massacres

that seem to have been on a scale as hid-

eous as those in Germany. In England

there were said to be isolated prosecutions

of Jews on suspicion of spreading the

plague but no serious persecution took

place. It would be pleasant to attribute

this to superior humanity and good-sense.

The substantial reason, however, was

rather less honourable. In 1290, King

Edward I had expelled the Jews from

England. Such few as remained had little

money and were too unobtrusive to

present a tempting target. Some small

credit is due for leaving them in peace

but certainly it cannot be held up as a

particularly shining example of racial

tolerance.

The persecution of the Jews waned
wiHTthe Black Death itself; by 1351 all

was over. Save for the horrific circum-

stances of the plague which provided the

incentive and the background, there was

nothing unique about the massacres. The
Jews had already learned to expect hatred

and suspicion and the lesson was not one

which they were to have much opportun-

ity to forget. But the massacre was ex-

ceptional in its extent and in its ferocity;

in both, indeed, it probably had no equal

until the twentieth century- set new stan-

dards for man's inhumanity to man.

Coupled with the losses caused by the

Black Death itself, it virtually wiped

out the Jewish communities in large areas ^^
of Europe. ... It is a curious and some-

what humiliating reflection on human
nature that the European, overwhelmed

by what was probably the greatest natural

calamity ever to strike his continent,

reacted by seeking to rival the cruelty of

nature in the hideousness of his own
man-made atrocities.

^
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Germany: The Black Death

and a Structural Revolution

in Socioeconomic History

The impulse which released new de-

velopmental tendencies resulted from

more than a further concentration of

population that had caused a transition

strengthening the "urban" branch of

the economy. It resulted from an outside

event, namely the huge population losses

brought about by the Black Death, First

in 1347-1349, then again in 1357-1362,

1370-1376, and 1380-1383, Germany

and the whole of western and central

Europe was devastated by the plague.

This does not take into account the nu-

merous regional outbreaks of plague

which began before the "Great Death"

and continued to carry off large numbers

until into the fifteenth century, well

beyond the high point of the plague.

Whether these great epidemics, seen

in their entirety, caused the death of

half or "only" a third (or in individual

regions a smaller or higher percentage)

of the population is difficult to establish,

given the present state of investigation.

But it is clear that the huge human losses

must have had far-reaching effects on

the whole social and economic structure.

This was in no way extraordinary since

the plague was not an isolated event that

occurred suddenly and that one could

perhaps endure under the traditional

social and economic system. This destruc-

tive catastrophe kept repeating itself

over a period of four or five decades;

two generations lived under its impact.

And its impact, taken altogether, was

*From Liitge, Friedrich: Deutsche Sozial- und Wirtschaftsgeschichte, 2. Aufl. Enzyklopadie der Rechts-

und Staatswissenschaft, Abt. Staatswissenschaft (Berlin-Gottingen-Heidelberg: Springer, 1960), pp. 177-185.

Translated by William M. Bowsky. Footnotes omitted.

80



Germany: Black Death and a Structural Revolution 81

colossal; its power is scarcely conceiv-

able. The atmosphere of healthy opti-

mism which marked the spirit of the

age underwent a sudden change. What
had happened was incomprehensible,

and only if it were seen as a punishment
of God or a product of the devil could

it be even doubtfully understood. If

this historical event deeply affected

the artistic and cultural framework of

the time, it could not have by-passed the

more basic structures. One should there-

fore remain conscious of the dislocating

impact the Black Death had on the forms

of objective, established institutions. _
The structural

—

revolution mal^shed
by this .catastrophe -pxprosscd -itself,

with rpQ^ard tn thf Pronr>my,
jp a rhanp^e

in the j:raditior»^l r^l^^if^nR of thtijactors

of production ^ ^'^ qtt^ nnnt1nir.i>i This_jAias

because the giark p^atVi ]]n1iVp^jtArar

did not destroy joiiopeij^. Men died but

their goods remained intact. Therefore

the survivors could divide among them-

selves the property of the deceased. This

process meant a decline in production.

The labor factor experienced a sharp

diminution, but land and the means of

production stood relatively high in

relation to consumption. With consumer

goods the situation was similar. In this

shifting of relations lies the crucial dif-

ference between the Black Death and the

second great catastrophe that Germany
experienced, the Thirty Years' War [1618-

1648], which destroyed not only men
but also property. One may also compare

Germany to contemporary France, which

was wasted by the Hundred Years' War.

(The probable reason why France failed

to surpass its eastern neighbor in the

fifteenth century was that it had to make
up not only for population losses, but

also for the destruction of property re-

sulting from the war.)

The situation was further intensified

because the plague struck towns more
severely than the countryside. Now more
than ever the towns were dependent on
increased immigration from rural areas.

Because of the high death rate (especially

among children) the towns could not

maintain themselves through their own
strength. It has been estimated that the

larger German cities of the fourteenth

and fifteenth centuries were able to

replenish only about 50 percent of each

generation from their own ranks. The
fact that in these centuries there was a

demonstrable decline in the urban birth

rate worsened the situation. The declin-

ing birth rate was probably due to the

new social and economic conditions in

the towns (to be dealt with below) and

especially to the abnormally great age

difference between numerous marriage

partners during this period (for example,

a young man marrying the old widow
of a master craftsman and vice versa).

Also extant statistical material clearly

shows that the number who emigrated

to the cities soared after the Black Death.

The social and economic results of

these catastrophic, overwhelming events

can be conceived of as the unleashing of

a "dynamic of contraction^' which shows

itself above all in creation by the plague

of a relative surplus of land with, at first,

no one to cultivate it. This "dynamic
of contraction" and the structural revo-

lution caused by it— although not having

the same effect everywhere— character-

ized itself especially in the following

ways:

[a) One of the most important and

also enduring results was the abandoning'

of settlements. The study of settlements

has long ago established that numerous

villages that were settled from the twelfth

to the fourteenth century were later

abandoned. ...

{b) The decisive cause of the wholesale
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abandonment of land lies in the heavy

population losses of this time and in the

agrarian crisis that was now developing.

This explanation was first elaborated

by Wilhelm Abel.^ The agrarian crisis

— another result of population loss—

expressed itself in more than a century

of declining prices for agricultural prod-

ucts. The decline marked a decisive

change from past centuries, when there

had been a steady rise in agricultural

prices only temporarily interrupted by

the effects of bad harvests. Above all,

wheat prices, already lower than prices

for meat and cattle products, dropped.

The cause lay in the relative overpro-

duction of wheat, and this was traceable

to the fact that consumers died in greater

proportions than production declined.

Added to this was an official policy of

forced labor, which certainly caused the

high level of production through com-

pelled growing. This policy failed to

achieve its purpose of providing food

in times of famine and merely supported

overproduction. Therefore the pressure

on prices remained steady, or perhaps

occasionally even increased. But the

price decline was not steady; it was inter-

rupted continually by strong up-and-

down fluctuations. These fluctuations

produced years in which both production

and prices were high. This only made
for an uneven trend, however, not a

rising one. The phenomenon of suddenly

declining prices is clearly evident if

one converts the amounts in extant price

statements into actual purchasing power.

By doing this one can remove the ob-

scurity of the price decline which is

caused by changes in nominal worth

(debasement of coinage, etc).

(c) Along with the drop in agrarian

prices there was a rise in the price of

manufactured goods. Thus a "price-

scissors" developed which was unfavor-

able to the agrarian economy. In the

towns population losses had been espe-

cially great, but property had not been

destroyed. The survivors fell heir to

the property. Sometimes property was

inherited by legitimate heirs and some-

times (as the sources often testify) aban-

doned property simply went to those

who occupied it. Often the lord in the

countryside and the municipal govern-

ment in the cities confiscated heirless

property. One can therefore speak of a

great shift in wealth, both individual

and collective. Part of the wealth con-

sisted of money, precious metals, etc.,

which could be used to purchase all types

of goods. Purchasing power was accord-

ingly concentrated in the hands of the

survivors. Just as this concentration of

purchasing power caused a relative in-

crease in agrarian production, so too

it caused a relative decrease in the pro-

duction of manufactured goods. Produc-

tion of manufactured goods declined

because the newly acquired wealth al-

lowed people to live without working

or by working only a little. And after

the catastrophe of the Black Death sur-

vivors enjoyed unbridled self-indulgence.

The new wealth showed itself in increased

demand and in a readiness to sanction

higher prices. The income of workers

also rose, as the now scarcer journeymen

were well aware of their worth. This is

the time to which Werner Sombart^ refers

in speaking of two masters running after

one journeyman. Culturally, the situation

led to an increased production of pre-

'Abel, professor at the University of Gottingen, ^ Werner Sombart (1863-1941) was a German

is the author of the most influential study of Wiis- economist, perhaps best known for his study of

tungen, or abandoned settlements. (See below under modern capitalism, Der moderne Kapitalismus.

Suggested Additional Readings.)— Ed. —Ed.



Germany: Black Death and a Structural Revolution 83

cious luxury goods and an increase in

the erection of costly buildings, etc., the

results of which are still preserved today

in museums and old towns. Of course the

pattern described above was not typical

everywhere. The rush of rural craftsmen

and other rural inhabitants to a town

was often greater than the town's ability

to absorb the newcomers. In such cases

the usual policy favoring immigration

was changed into one restricting it. Nor
did all crafts share in the ascendancy of

urban labor described above, especially

not those concerned with simple con-

sumer goods. The luxury crafts, however,

benefitted from this development. Al-

though there was diversity in the pat-

tern, there can be no doubt but that a

strong emphasis to the towns occurred.

[d) Socially and economically the flow-

ering of the towns is considered to be

the most important phenomenon coloring

the German economy from this time

on. While the towns flourished, the peas-

antry and landed nobility declined. The

price decline in the agrarian sector led

to a reduction in the income of the rural

population, and, seen in its entirety,

to an alteration of the total income stn^c-

ture in favor of urban groups . For the

first time the craftsman gained economic

ascendancy alongside the merchant, who
had previously dominated the town

economy. As a result a change in pro-

duction took place; consumer goods were

supplemented or entirely replaced by

luxury goods, which sold in ever-increas-

ing quantities to a continually expanding

market. The consolidation of wealth,

augmented by the dissolution of indi-

vidual money hoards, led to an increase

in earning power, which in turn unlocked

greater opportunities for profit in com-

merce and manufacturing.

This soon led to a strong movement
of rural population to urban centers.

As always it was the most resolute, the

most reasoning and, incidentally, the

most unscrupulous elements that emi-

grated. The lower classes experienced a

great ascendancy, apparent even in the

art of this time. "Instead of the towering

forms of the thirteenth century, sculpture

and painting distinctly embodied the rise

of a breed of men from the lower social

strata" (Alfred Weber). ^ This rise makes

understandable the . . . guild revolu-

tions, which led to a transformation of the

urban constitution through artisan par-

ticipation in city government; and, in-

cidentally, it also affected the rural

population, inspiring the peasants to

make attempts to gain their freedom.

(e) The guild revolutions (guild strug-

gles) were primarily revolts of the guild-

organized artisans. They were usually

revolts of the richer, more powerful

craftsmen (rather than of all urban crafts-

men) against the patrician regime, which

had itself replaced the preceding city-

lord government. Moreover, the success

of a guild revolution never led to domina-

tion by all the guilds. Usually only certain

of the guilds, and in some cases only one

guild, actually ran the city. And these

guilds did not rule alone, but in league

with the patrician "families." The situa-

tion of the lesser artisans, members of

the lowest social strata remained as before.

Beginning in the fourteenth and fifteenth

centuries these lesser artisans constituted

a genuine "social question," especially

in the larger cities. In the later phases of

the so-called guild revolutions even these

classes occasionally tried to obtain a share

in running the urban regime, but without

success. . . .

(/) The landed nobility now declined

in relation to the urban world. The de-

' A German sociologist, author of Kulturgeschichte

als Kultursoziologie (Cultural History as Cultural

Sociology) (1935, 2d ed. 1950).-Ed.
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cisive reason for this was perhaps also

the change in the economic structure.

Only in small measure did the noble (the

landlord) support himself from the direct

exploitation of his land; instead he de-

pended on ground rents for the greater

part of his income. But this source of

income was diminishing. Numerous

peasant holdings were no longer occu-

pied. Where they were occupied, the

peasant was able to lessen his obligations

in many ways because he was in high de-

mand. There was, moreover, a decline in

the purchasing power of money. This

especially affected rents, which were

fixed in nominal units (many of them in

Carolingian times). Thus the landlords

became impoverished. It appears almost

symbolic that one of the most important

and for a long time most well-to-do

groups among the landlords, namely

the German knightly order, was reduced

to bankruptcy. During this period an

increase in the landholdings of the no-

bility occurred, perhaps as a result of the

absorption of abandoned lands or of free

allods." However the increase did nothing

to remedy the plight of the noble, as the

value of land was continually dropping.

It was only at the end of the fifteenth

century, after the agrarian crisis was

brought under control, that their lands

began to prove of value. At first the noble

sought relief by mortgaging his property.

This perhaps explains why King WenzeP
in 1390 granted the impoverished a gen-

eral remission of debts owed to Jews;

among those whose debts were remitted

in this manner were the knights who had

mortgaged their property to urban

moneylenders. At times the noble became

^An allod, or alod, was a property owned lully,

as contrasted with a feudal fief which a person held

of his lord.

'The Holy Roman Emperor Wenzel (of Bohemia),

1378-1 400. -Ed.

a highwayman in order to maintain him-

self. Or he entered the peasant or burger

class, or he took service, usually in a

military or administrative capacity, with

nobles who were still prosperous. Only

in regions where the nobles had extensive

powers of coercion over the peasantry,

as in the east, was a new economic founda-

tion laid. The new economic foundation

was a manorial regime similar to that in

France, whose development was likewise

distinguished by an intensification of

landlord rights over the peasants. In

England, however, similar developments

stimulated trends which led to personal

and political freedom.

It would of course be one-sided to con-

sider these economic factors as the only

causes of the decline of the landed nobil-

ity. Additional causes were the dying

out of many noble families, especially

those of the high nobility, and the de-

cline of the military importance of the

knights. If the military importance of

the knights had remained unchanged,

kings and princes would probably have

found ways to protect the correspond-

ing economic importance of this class.

The declining political significance of

the landed nobility reversed itself after

the emergence of the territorial state.

The noble was then no longer bound to

the ruler by reciprocal loyalty and condi-

tions of service carrying a personal bond.

Instead he had become part of the im-

personal organization that characterized

the territorial state.

{g) This ascendancy of the landed no-

bility, which accompanied the formation

of the modern state, is also a part of the

picture of this time. Although the terri-

torial state did not originate at this period

(its origins can be traced back to the thir-

teenth century), it now developed real

power. It not only absorbed the noble

into its impersonal organization (which
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reached a high point of development
in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-

turies), but, because of the demanding
need for intense regulation of the econ-

omy, it also began to control wages and

prices. The protective and organizational

functions, which until then had been

taken care of and profited from by various

landed nobles and urban governments,

could, in view of the general need, be

administered effectively only by an ex-

traordinary tribunal with authority over

both the towns and the countryside. The
territorial ruler worked— as indeed did

all Europe— for increased production.

For this reason he regulated labor and

issued ordinances concerning clothing,

ornaments, servants, etc. Improvement

in taxation put money in his hands. The
funds further strengthened his power,

allowing him to pay officials and a stand-

ing army. The territorial ruler strongly

relied on the assistance of members of the

bourgeoisie, who were then being edu-

cated at the newlv founded universities.

This situation lasted until the end of the

sixteenth century when the nobles, enjoy-

ing a new social, economic, and politi-

cal ascendancy, replaced the bourgeoisie

as the ruler's chief assistants. The bour-

geoisie and the territorial state thus

furthered each other's interests; this was

probably an expression of a general

sociological phenomenon in which the

state and the bourgeoisie both tended to

impersonalize and rationalize all human
interaction. The nobility and the peasan-

try, on the other hand, emphasized the

personal bond in human relations, even

attaching economic obligations to it.

The joint blossoming of the urban
middle class and the state was no accident.

The foundation for further development,

which would take place in the sixteenth

century, had now been laid. The late

fourteenth century was the decisive turn-

ing point. It is valid to say that new forms

of social and economic life, both indi-

vidual and collective, began during this

period.
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France: A Fiscal and

Constitutional Crisis

The epidemic of 1348-49 known as the

Black Death was a catastrophe for all of

Europe, but its timing was particularly

unfortunate for the kingdom of France.

Long afflicted by inadequate finances

and recently weakened by military defeat,

the French crown had managed, late in

1347, to obtain an unusually large war

subsidy from the three Estates of the king-

dom. The circumstances surrounding this

grant created the possibility of some

future constitutional relationship be-

tween taxation and assemblies, but col-

lection had barely begun when the plague

threw all into disarray. Hopes that royal

finances might be put on a sound footing

speedily collapsed. With considerable

effort and ingenuity the government

managed to restore some measure of fiscal

stability by 1351, but it had lost the oppor-

tunity to escape from the awkward make-

shift financing characteristic of the past

generation. The years 1347-51 form an

important background to the famous

fiscal and constitutional crisis of 1355-58.^

The precedents implicit in the 1347-48

subsidy grant would then be drawn upon,

but the use of these precedents would be

determined by the financial situation

which developed after the plague. . . .

' These years saw the renewal of the Hundred
Years' War by King Edward III of England and the

invasion of France by his son, the Black Prince;

abortive attempts at parliamentary control of the

French government by the Estates General; and the

ill-fated uprisings of the rural peasantry (the Jac-

querie) and of Etienne Marcel in Paris. — Ed.

•From John B. Henneman, Jr., "The Black Death and Royal Taxation in France, 1347-1351," Speculum,

XLIII (1968), 405, 412-413, 427-428. Reprinted by permission of The Mediaeval Academy of America. Foot-

notes omitted.
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There was . . . considerable promise

early in 1348 that a reformed royal gov-

ernment, with the collaboration of the

Estates and considerable assistance from

the papacy, would be able to place the

crown's finances on a sound footing at

last. Had this development been per-

mitted to continue without interruption,

the prestige and effectiveness of assem-

blies might have greatly increased. Fre-

quent meetings at different levels in 1346

and 1347 had already produced evidence

of greater experience and confidence

among the Estates, with more systematic

trading of troops for reforms. The trend

seemed unmistakably to point towards

a more effective role for a central assem-

bly.

It was in this situation that the Black

Death made its appearance, reaching

Languedoc towards the beginning of Lent,

1348. By October, high mortality was

reported as far north as Rouen. From such

widely separated places as Rodez and

Amiens we have evidence that existing

cemetery space was proving inadequate.

Many citizens fled the towns in panic.

Our concern here is not so much with the

plague itself as with its fiscal effects. It

has long been accepted that the impact

on taxation was considerable, but a recent

demographic study by Gazelles^ has

shown that generalizations about the

whole kingdom can be very risky. In the

first place, the death toll may have been as

much as three times greater in Lanquedoc

than in the northern and central parts

of the kingdom. Concentrating primarily

on Languedoil [northern France], Gazelles

discovered that the heaviest mortality was

among children and the poorer classes of

adults. This fact would imply that those

most able to pay taxes were least affected

2 Raymond Gazelles, a specialist in thirteenth-

and fourteenth-century French political and social

history. — Ed.

and that the number of taxable hearths

did not decline sharply until a dozen or

more years later when the children of

1348 would have become heads of house-

holds.

The conclusions of Gazelles thus sug-

gest the need for caution in considering

the fiscal impact of the Black Death. On
the other hand, such fiscal documents as

do remain for this period make it abun-

dantly clear that the large subsidy granted

in 1347-48 could not be collected. The
Estates of Senlis begged to have reduced

the number of men-at-arms they were

committed to support. The Normans,

who seem to have increased their earlier

tax grant at a new assembly in May of

1348, were unable to convene in a sub-

sequent meeting scheduled for July, and

the collectors of taxes began to encounter

opposition. . . .

The historian of French taxation must

always labor under the handicap imposed

by the destruction of the archives of the

Paris Ghamber of Accounts in an eigh-

teenth-century fire. The documents which

survive are widely scattered and their

survival has been to some extent a matter

of chance. It is perhaps risky, therefore,

to attribute too much importance to fluc-

tuations in the number of remaining

documents. Nevertheless, . . . the number
of surviving fiscal texts does fluctuate

widely between 1347 and 1351. For the

winter of 1347-48 they are fairly abun-

dant; from mid-1348 until early 1350 there

is little evidence; then the supply of docu-

ments increases, with a substantial num-

ber available for 1351. Are we not entitled,

albeit cautiously, to associate this fluctua-

tion with the Black Death? Where ade-

quate texts are preserved, notably at

Montpellier, we have ample evidence

that the plague had a disastrous effect

upon royal taxation. We may note in

addition the wide disparity between the
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subsidy granted in 1347-48 and the sub-

sidy receipts recorded at the treasury in

the second half of 1349. It seems clear,

therefore, that the plague, whatever its

demographic effects in different parts of

France, struck a crippling blow at the

finances of the crown in 1348-49.

That the Black Death should have dis-

rupted the collection of taxes is not in

itself very remarkable. What is significant,

for France, is the timing of the plague

with respect to the constitutional develop-

ment of the kingdom. The Estates of 1355

have long been regarded as a milestone,

and rightly so, but there is reason to

believe that their importance has been

over-emphasized. But for the Black Death,

the Estates of 1347 might have accom-

plished as much, or more, in making

central assemblies respectable in France

and creating the basis for constructive

negotiation of taxes on a national basis.

Gazelles, limiting his study to court

politics, has already discovered interest-

ing parallels between the crisis of the

mid-1340's and that of the mid-1350's. It

is evident that these parallels also exist

in the fiscal sphere and would have been

apparent but for the effects of the Black

Death.

The methojds employed by the crown in

recouping royal finances in the aftermath

of the plague are difficult to classify be-

cause of the regional variations that are

always so apparent in fourteenth-century

France. Yet they do suggest certain con-

clusions. In the case of southern France,

an elaborate combination of propaganda

and pressure had to be applied. This re-

gion posed a threefold problem to the

crown. In the first place, Languedoc

probably suffered much greater mortality

than did the North. In addition, this was

precisely the region where hearth taxes

were customary, and yet the hearth tax

was the least profitable form where the

population had suffered sharp decline.

Finally, Languedoc faced the greatest

military threat, even in time of nominal

truce, because Gascony was the most

effective base of operations for the En-

glish. Languedoc, therefore, required

special treatment, and the crown rather

ingeniously utilized the military vul-

nerability and the accession of a new

king to squeeze substantial revenues from

this region. Perhaps four times as much

money was obtained from Languedoc in

1351 as in 1350.

If Languedoc posed special problems

and tested the crown's ingenuity, Langue-

doil possessed a tradition of greater

uniformity of taxation and greater co-

operation among the Estates. This tradi-

tion was not always well marked, but the

royal government would build upon it in

lestoring the crown's finances during the

1350's. The Estates of Languedoil, sum-

moned by a new monarch for propaganda

purposes, helped establish the pattern

of taxation in northern and central France

during the early 1350's. This assembly,

in February 1351, expressed its loyalty

to the king and acknowledged his need

for financial support even in time of

truce. The plague's effects seem to have

been tacitly recognized in that Languedoil

no longer judged taxation exclusively

in terms of the military threat. No new

central assembly was needed in the next

few years; details could be worked out at

the bailiwick level. What was important

in Languedoil after the Black Death was

that annual assemblies at the regional

level became accustomed to trading taxes

for royal concessions. No longer was the

need for the tax debated; now discussion

revolved around the concessions which

the crown was prepared to offer. It was

this experience at the local level that

made possible the actions and pretensions

of the French Estates General in the later

1350's.
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Spain: A Temporary Setback

Let us now recapitulate the situation

vhich we have just described in its es-

ential traits.

The plague spread in Spain from May
.348. Moving from east to west, it ap-

)eared first on the shores of the Medi-

erranean, in Catalonia, in the kingdom

)f Valencia— probably also in that of

Vlurcia— and in the Muslim kingdom of

jranada. Then it reached Aragon and

inally Castile. It is probably this last

:ountry which— relatively and on the

vhole— suffered the least. However it is

mpossible to give controllable statistics

or this.

The economic and social consequences

)f the epidemic were analogous in the

iifferent regions of Spain. They were

irst felt, of course, in those areas struck

earliest by the plague. There is a chrono-

logical and geographical succession of

royal ordinances which corresponds

perfectly to the extension of the epidemic

in time and space. These ordinances were

destined to relieve the troubled situation

left in the wake of the plague. They were

promulgated in 1349 in Catalonia, in 1350

in Aragon, and in 1351 in Castile.

In Castile as well as in Catalonia, it was

first a matter of stopping the depredations

to which the masses had surrendered

themselves. Next it was necessary to con-

trol the labor problem. The primary goal

of all the legislation was to regulate prices

and salaries in a manner favorable to

employers and consumers— that is, es-

sentially, to the privileged classes: the

urban bourgeoisie, the nobility, and the

•From Charles Verlinden, "La Grande Peste de 1348 en Espagne," Revue Beige de Philologie et d'His-

oire, XVII (1938), 143-146. Translated by William M. Bowsky. Footnotes omitted.
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clergy. The measures were taken directly

by the court in Castile and Aragon. In

Catalonia, however, where royal power

was weaker and the influence of the towns

greater, the king merely enacted some

general measures. Their application in

particular cases was left to the urban

authorities.

The economic pattern of agricultural

and industrial work was in no way modi-

fied. No new principle was introduced.

There was no hint of a decline in the

corporate regime, in the sense that free-

dom of labor was established. Recruit-

ment of the work force remained the

same. The increase in the slave popula-

tion was a general characteristic of the

thirteenth, fourteenth, and first half of

the fifteenth century and was not, as

is believed, exclusively the result of the

great pestilence. This increase was due

essentially to the development of com-

merce with the Levant.

The abundance of legislative measures

enacted to regulate the working condi-

tions of workers and artisans proves

that it was above all the masses that

suffered from the plague. The rise in the

CHARLES VERLINDEN

1
price of labor cannot otherwise be e

plained. . . .

Nevertheless, other social classes too

suffered from the plague. Though, with-

out doubt, they were less stricken nu-

merically, they suffered great losses with

regard to their property because of the

plague. This was especially true of the

landed proprietors, noble and bourgeois,

whose incomes diminished greatly.

The king himself did not escape the

general impoverishment. He was obliged

to agree to numerous tax remissions and

even lost some of his properties.

Only the Church gained some advan-

tages from the situation. Numerous do-

nations extended its domains, and this

at the very least compensated for the

losses it suffered.

The great plague caused considerable

disturbance in Spain but no real changes

in the fundamental character of any

political, social, or economic institution.

If it momentarily retarded economic

evolution, it did not modify the orienta-

tion of this evolution. Moreover, we

believe that this is a conclusion that is

valid for all of Europe.
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England:A Decisive Turning Point

A few single events in English history

lave been both sudden and enormously

mportant. English history without the

)attle of Hastings and the consequent

mposition of a new Norman aristocracy,

)r without the battle of Saratoga, and the

:onsequent loss of the American colonies,

wuld be unimaginably different. The
Mack Death of 1349 is a turning-point

>f a different but equally decisive kind,

t initiated a long period in which the

>asic material forces working on society

^ere different from what they had been

n the central Middle Ages, and this

hange had profound effects on almost

ivery aspect of history in the century

ifter. The first plague of 1349 was un-

natched in its ferocity but it began a

long period, ending only with the Great

Plague of London in 1665, in which pesti-

lence frequently recurred; during the

centuries of the Renaissance and Refor-

mation men lived in terror of this com-

mon scourge. The age of plague began

quite suddenly with the Black Death and

it quickly altered the climate and ten-

dencies of English history.

The bubonic plague, which was carried

by black rats and had already ravaged

much of the continent of Europe, proba-

bly appeared at Melcombe Regis' in the

summer of 1348. In that year and the next

it spread through England like a forest

' A port in southern England in the county of Dor-
set and diocese of Salisburs'. — Ed.

• Reprinted from The Later Middle Ages, 1272-1485 by George A. Holmes. By permission of W. W. Nor-

on &: Company, Inc., and Thomas Nelson & Sons, Ltd. Copyright © 1962 by George Holmes. Pp. 136-148.

"ootnotes omitted.
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fire, killing large numbers of people in

every part of the country. Though we

are suspicious of the hysterical entries

of chroniclers, in this case they were jus-

tified; monasteries were sometimes nearly

wiped out. In the diocese of Lincoln,

which stretched from the Humber to the

Thames, just over 40 per cent of the bene-

ficed clergy died. In 1361 the scourge

returned in the "Second Pestilence," or

"Pestilence of the Children," as it was

sometimes called, because it particularly

attacked the young rather than those who

had perhaps acquired an immunity in

surviving the earlier plague; and it re-

curred in 1368 and 1375. After this it be-

came increasingly frequent and also less

severe, until in 1454 William Paston could

write fairly calmly that he was retiring

into the country to avoid an outbreak in

London: plague had become one of the

accepted hazards.

Apart from the catastrophic mortality

of 1349 itself, the plagues caused a long

decline in population. England in the

reign of Edward II [1307-1327] ... was

a heavily populated country in which

cultivable land was scarce. In the fifteenth

century it was quite different. We do not

know exactly how much of this change

was due to the plague;_the,grpat floods

and famines of the years 1315-17 had

perhaps_bg£n- the turning-paint_wjli£b-

ended thp medieval expansion of popula-

tion.. In thf over-populated En_gland-^

1315, many people must haveJived on

plots of land which could_barely support

them , or on barely adequate jvages, so

that they were_v^ry_vuInerahle„lo._any

natural calamity . Population growth may

have been halted by the natural limits

of subsistence. But there is little doubt

that plague was the main factor in causing

a steep fall in population. No one com-

piled population statistics in the Middle

Ages, but we can tell from the changes

in wages and prices that men must have

been scarcer in the fifteenth century. And

there are also the tangible evidences of

abandoned villages. It is quite likely that

a population of about 3}i millions in the

early fourteenth century had been re-

duced to 2% millions by the sudden and

then gradual fall lasting into the mid-

fifteenth century. After that the popula-

tion probably began to grow again, but

only slowly; soon after 1500 a Venetian

visitor was struck by the fact that "the

population of this island does not appear

to bear any proportion to her fertility

and riches," and it was probably not be-

fore the reign of Elizabeth I that as many

people lived in England again as had

done in the reign of Edward 11.

It would be a great mistake to suppose

that English society was quickly crushed

by this series of disasters. On the con-

trary there are many reasons for thinking

that in the reign of Richard II (1377-99)

it blossomed in a profusion of original

activity such as it had never known be-

fore. Chaucer and Langland were writing

the masterpieces, the Canterbury Tales,

Troilus and Criseyde, and Piers Plow-

man, which made English a great literary

language after its centuries of obscurity.

The naves of Winchester and Canter-

bury, the choir of York, and Westminster

Hall were being built. The Wilton Dip-

tych, perhaps the most beautiful medie-

val English painting, was made for

Richard II. Wycliffe and the Lollards

were attempting to resurrect apostolic

religion. The cloth industry was growing

and English merchants, masters of their

own trade as never before, were thrusting

into the Baltic. In almost everything

from perpendicular architecture to cloth

export the civilisation of this country

was more distinctively English, les?
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bound to the common hierarchy and heri-

:age of Christendom, than it had been
for centuries.

But, while the break-up of Christendom
:ontinued, the artistic and cultural blos-

;oming of English civilisation did not.

rhe wider diffusion of wealth and educa-

ion in fifteenth-century England proba-

bly meant that a higher proportion of

he population could read books and
my works of painting and sculpture than

n 1300. The music of John Dunstable,

vho served in the household of John,

3uke of Bedford, in the minority of

rienry VI, the beautiful bronze effigy of

Richard, Earl of Warwick, set in his

nemorial chapel at Warwick later in the

ame reign, or the chapel of King's Col-

ege, Cambridge, begun by Henry VI,

\^ould be outstanding in any period,

iut these are almost the only aesthetic

)eaks and they do not equal the achieve-

nents of the age which saw the rebuilding

)f the octagon at Ely and the choir at

jloucester, or those of the reign of Rich-

xd II. Fifteenth-century art was more
ndely spread but also less impressive

n individual examples. The churches of

iomerset and other flourishing wool and
loth areas reached a new level of general

xcellence and lavishness in parochial

rchitecture. The commonest sculptural

emains are the alabaster reliefs of re-

igious subjects and the funeral brasses

i^hich were produced in large quantities

nd tended to become monotonously stan-

lardised. Most English painting after

he Wilton Diptych is both derivative

nd unexciting. Social explanations of

rt history are full of pitfalls, but it is

rorth while speculating about these

hanges. The old centres of patronage

nd inspiration, the court, the cathe-

irals, the monasteries, and the noble

louseholds, were all weakened in their

relative economic power, and there were
thus fewer incentives of the kind which
produced the really aspiring enterprises

of the central Middle Ages. The wider
diffusion of wealth meant probably^^TI^re

art Ixut^lso less art of superlative^ual-
ity. Great things of course were being

accomplished on the Continent, some of

them not far from England, in the age

of Donatello and the Van Eycks, con-

temporaries of Henry VI. But English

social change reduced the old sources

of patronage without replacing them by
new ones comparable with the Florentine

merchants of the Medici period, the

contemporary Flemish merchants, or the

court of the Dukes of Burgundy. If Flor-

entine humanism and the Florentine and
Flemish art of this period had so remark-
ably little impact on England it cannot

have been because they were inaccessible:

the two worlds existed side by side with

much political, ecclesiastical, and com-
mercial intercourse. It must have been
because there were few people with the

initiative or the power to take a serious

interest in them. It is impossible to escape

the feeling that England in the fifteenth

century was culturally dull, flat, and un-

enterprising and had less to compare with

the inventiveness of the Italian cities than

in the lifetime of Edward I [ruled 1272-

1307].

The interest of this later period consists,

then, less in its few immediate cultural

achievements than in the profound and
gradual evolution of society and politics

which was turning medieval into Tudor
England. In most aspects of society we
shall notice these two phases, both of

which are intimately connected with the

changes brought about by the plague:

firstly, the atmosphere of crisis, social

conflict, and lively self-consciousness

which characterises the end of the four-
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teenth century; secondly, the stability and

sleepiness of a society which had

quenched the fires of upheaval but was

gradually chanj^ing in its essential char-

acter.

In many parts of England today there

are deserted villages, places which we

know from the records to have been vil-

lages in the Middle Ages and where the

outlines of the houses and streets can

sometimes still be seen. They are not

rare; in Lincolnshire, which was one of

the counties where medieval rural expan-

sion most overreached itself, there are

over a hundred discovered sites. Proba-

bly there were two different periods in

which this depopulation took place and

two different reasons for it. In the decades

following the Black Death many villages,

especially those where the land was less

suited for agriculture, must simply have

died out. At Woodeaton near Oxford,

for instance, soon after the Black Death,

the Abbot of Eynsham could persuade

the few remaining tenants to stay only

by reducing their rents. Later, some time

in the fifteenth centur^% a new kind of de-

population started. Landlords, affected

by the scarcity of labour and the demand

for wool and meat, began to destroy vil-

lages deliberately by putting an end to

arable cultivation and turning the land

over to grazing for sheep or to parks for

deer. In the reigns of Henry VII and

Henry VIII this was regarded as a scandal

and legislated against, but most of the

damage had probably been done before

1485. In 1506 it was said that

about eighty years before, Pendley [in Hert-

fordshire] was a great town [the word means

"village" in medieval English]. . . . There

were in the town above 13 ploughs beside

divers handicraftsmen, as tailors, shoemakers

and cardmakers with divers other. The town

was afterwards cast down and laid to pasture

bv Sir Robert VVhittingham who built (Pendley

Manor) at the west end there as the town some-

1

time stood. ...

As early as 1459 a chantr\' priest of War-

wick called John Rous was agitating

against the destruction of villages that

he had observed in the country around.

''The sons not of God but of Mammon,"
who caused it, found wool and meat more

profitable to produce than grain. The

basic cause behind it was that there were

many fewer people in the English coun

tryside than there had been in the thir

teenth century, and many places which

had once been busy villages either na

turally became, or could profitably be

turned into, fields or wastes. Much of

England had relapsed into economic de-

cay, but the same factors gave new oppor-

tunities to the grazier and the enclosing

landlord.

These were the long-term material re-

.sults of the fall in population. The plagues

also had important effects on the struc-

ture of rural society because they altered

the relationship between land and labour.

The seignorial society of the central Mid-

dle Ages had thrived on an abundance

of men and a shortage of land which kept

people bound to their plots and subjected

to their landlords. It was now under

mined. The most immediate effect of the

Black Death, as it appeared to the seig-

norial lord, was to make labour scarce

and wages high. In parliament the Com-

mons, representing people of the gentry

and "franklin"^ classes, complained

bitterly of the hardships resulting from

this and sought measures to counteract

them. Their main weapons were the

Statutes of Labourers, which from 1351

onwards prescribed maximum wages and

insisted that all able-bodied landless

men must work. For some years the legis-

'Freeholdin^. One of Chaucer's Canterbury Tales

of course, "The Franklin's lale."— Kd.
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lation was enforced by special Justices

of Labourers in whom the Commons
took a particular interest, as they did

in urging increased severity in the pen-

alties. Some of the cases show that there

was competition between lords for labour

and, though wages were kept lower by

these statutes than they would otherwise

have been, they still rose.

At Theydon Garnon in Essex about

1390

Simon Jakeboy withdrew John Pretylwell

from the service of Thomas Mason into his

own service in the occupation of maltmonger

giving him 26 shillings and eightpence and

food and clothing every year excessively con-

trary to the statute, which John Pretylwell

formerly was a ploughman.

The period of panic and desperate mea-

sures, marked particularly by the statutes

of 1351 and 1388, was succeeded by a long

period in the fifteenth century when most

wages were substantially higher than they

had been in the early fourteenth century

and the fact was accepted.

The changed conditions were mani-

fested more seriously in a shortage of

tenants. The pressure on land had been

so great that many landlords found it

easy to fill up the vacant holdings after

the plague of 1349. By the end of Edward
Ill's reign [1327-1377], however, the

continued shortage was beginning to have

its effects. Most manors had some houses

and plots which were empty "by reason

of the pestilence." This made things

difficult all round for the manorial land-

lord.^His tenants could now find alterna-

tive accommodation or employment and

therefore he could not keep up his rents.

At the same time he now had fewer vil-

leins to perform labour services and so

became even more dependent on the

expensive wage labour. On top of this the

tendency at this period was for agri-

cultural prices to keep low (because fewer

people were buying food), while the

prices of imported things and manufac-

tures went up. Landlords, and especially

manorial landlords, were hard hit. The
reaction of many of them was to make
the most of their ancient rights of manor-
ial jurisdiction. Villeins, at least, could

legally be compelled to stay on the manor
and even to pay rent for holdings they did

not want. The steward of the Earl of

March wrote to a reeve of a manor in 1391

ordering him to look after the villeins

lest the lord should be "disinherited of

their blood." The Abbot of St Albans on
his extensive estates insisted that no land

should pass between his tenants by their

simply making charters granting it to each

other outside his manorial courts, lest

he should lose control of it. The manorial

system became more resented as the

tenants became more conscious of their

scarcity value. In the first parliament of

Richard II's reign (1377) the Commons
complained at length of villeins conspir-

ing together to withdraw their services.

This evident conflict of interests was

lifted directly into the political sphere

by the "poll taxes" of 1377-81. These

were levied on everybody by head, in-

stead of falling more heavily on the

wealthy and hardly at all on the mass of

the population, as did the traditional

lay subsidies. The last and most ob-

noxious of them provoked the first social

revolution in English history.

The Peasants' Revolt began at the end

of May 1381 with risings on each side of

the Thames at Brentford in Essex and

Gravesend in Kent. The two bands of

rebels converged on London and entered

the city on 13th June 1381. For two days

the aldermen were cowed, the court be-

sieged in the Tower, and the city given

over to the mobs. Many houses were

plundered and burned; they destroyed
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John of Gaunt's^ manor of the Savoy

(he wisely slipped across the border into

Scotland when the revolt started); Simon

Sudbury, Archbishop of Canterbury, and

Chancellor, was raptured in the_ Tower

and killed . Tor the dme being the court

could survive only by negotiating, and so

there took place the two extraordinary

interviews between the fourteen-year-old

King Richard II and the rebels. The meet-

ing at Mile End, at which he conceded

the abolition of villeinage, probably took

place while the rebels were entering and

sacking the Tower. The next day he went

to Smithfield to meet another gathering

headed by the Kentish leader Wat Tyler,

who presented the most extreme of the

proposals. When these demands had, with

what seems now a pathetic irony, been

granted, the Mayor of London, William

Walworth, who was riding with the King,

pulled Tyler from his horse and the rebel

captain was immediately slain. Miracu-

lously Tyler's followers accepted the

King's order to disperse. Whether they

believed they had really won their dream,

whether the death of Tyler took the heart

out of them, or whether they were tired of

the rebellion, at any rate the crisis at

London was virtually at an end.

In both Kent and Essex the original

risings were directed at least partly

against the hated poll tax, but it soon

appeared that the aims of the rebels were

more fundamental. The charter whicH

they extorted from the King at Mile End

abolished villeinage and laid down that

the annual rent of land should be no more

than fourpence an acre. This probably

represented in an abbreviated form the

hopes of the mass of the rebels. It does

not appear to have been essentially a

revolt of landless men but rather of ten-

ants wishing to be rid of the irksome

burdens of villeinage and the manor.

William atte Marsh of Mose in Essex, who
was fined along with the other tenants

of the manor for his part in the revolt

and had to pay twenty shillings to get

back his villein holding plus his other

twenty acres, was typical of thousands

of men of substance in the village com-

munities of south-east England who took

part in the great "Rumor." Another set

of demands, which are said to have been

presented to the King by the rebels at

Smithfield, are quite different.

And then . . . Wat [Tyler] rehearsed the points

which were to be requested and asked that

there should henceforward be no law except

the law of Winchester [probably the police

regulations of Edward I's Statute of Winches-

ter"] and that there should be no outlawry in

any process of law henceforward, that no lord

should have lordship but that there should be

proportion between all people, saving only

the lordship of the king; that the goods of holy

church ought not to be in the hands of men of

religion, or parsons or vicars, or others of

holy church, but these should have their sus-

tenance easily and the rest of the goods be

divided between the parishioners; and there

should be no bishop in England but one, no

prelate but one and all the lands ... of the

possessioners should be taken from them and

divided between the commons, saving their

reasonable sustenance to them; and that there

should be no villein in England or any serf-

dom or villeinage, but all to be free and of

one condition.

This proposed a total subversion of the

hierarchy of society, not the ordinary vil-

lein's demand for release from th6 dis-

abilities of his condition. It is clearly

connected with the famous couplet of

John Ball, the preacher who was con-

demned after the revolt.

^ An extremely powerful magnate, John of Gaunt,

Duke of Lancaster, was a son of Edward III and an

uncle of Richard II. -Ed.

"A statute of 1285 that helped to create a police

system.— Ed.
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When Adam delved and Eve span

Who was then a gentleman?

Each of these social aspirations had a

long ancestry. The desire to abolish vil-

leinage had been foreshadowed in many
village disputes between lords and tenants

trying to establish "ancient demesne"

(that the estate in question had been held

directly by the king at the time of Domes-
day Book^), which was commonly held to

free a manor of some of the burdens of

unfreedom. The egalitarianism of Ball

is foreshadowed in earlier sermons. The
combination of the two made a particu-

larly explosive mixture, the fight for

material advantage fired with religious

enthusiasm. The social circumstances—

intensified conflict of interest between

lords and tenants— were ideal; so was the

political situation of a boy king hedged

about by suspected counsellors, an un-

successful war, a tax thought to be mon-

strously unjust.

The original movements in Kent, Es-

sex, and London inspired others. In

Hertfordshire, where the great abbey of

St Albans covered much of the county

with its manors and judicial liberties,

a conscientious abbot, Thomas de la Mare,

had caused much resentment by his care-

ful guarding of the abbey's rights. On
the day of the meeting at Smithfield a

body of his tenants marched to London,

secured from the King a charter of their

rights, and marched back the same day to

present it to the abbot. For some days

the abbey was in a state of siege. The

tenants believed there was a lost charter

of King Henry I which granted them all

they wished. Since it could not be found

— and indeed did not exist— they insisted

instead on rights of way and of hunting

the woods, fishing the river, the right

^ The famous survey of England ordered by Wil-

liam the Conqueror in 1086.— Ed.

to grind their own com at home instead

of in the abbot's mill, the right to buy and

sell land amongst themselves and, of

course, the abolition of villeinage. For a

few days they lived in the delusion that

their new liberty was permanent. . . .

By the end of June the revolts were

everywhere suppressed. Concessions

granted to buy off the rebels were with-

drawn and society had returned to its

previous stable hierarchy. The rebels

achieved practically nothing. Their deeds

are interesting mainly for their drama

and for their revelation of the acute ten-

sions in society. The social crisis of the

early part of Richard II's reign died down

and was succeeded by the gradual changes

of the fifteenth century.

The problems of manorial and village

society remained after the revolt and

continued to be intensified by the growing

shortage of men. The villein who flees

from his native village to throw off the

shackles of serfdom and live in freedom

and prosperity in a distant town is a famil-

iar legendary figure in English history.

In the reigns of Richard II and Henry IV

he was no legend but a real and common
type. It was possible for some villeins

to live legally outside their manors by

paying "chevage" annually to the lords.

Others simply disappeared, for the short-

age of men was so great that they could

easily find employment in a town or a

free holding in another village, and rural

society was so fragmented that it was

generally impossible to recapture them.

In 1387 at Wilburton in Cambridgeshire

the court roll of the manor tells us that

no tenant can be found for the lands which

a certain villein "abandoned in flight."

This was a common occurrence and its

effects on the organisation of the manor

were serious. Holdings had to be let to

new tenants for smaller rents and often

without the old labour services. The total
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value of the rents of most manors de-

clined somewhat and the combined effect

of high wages, disappearing labour ser-

vices, and low prices of grain was to make

the working of the demesne lands rela-

tively unprofitable except to provide food

for home consumption.

Most of the great seignorial landlords

reacted to these circumstances by giving

up the direct cultivation of the demesne

and leasing it to farmers. It was the ac-

cepted remedy for the difficulties of the

times. The auditors of John of Gaunt said

of two of his manors in 1388:

The husbandry of Higham Ferrers and

Raunds is of no value beyond the costs there

which are so great each year that the said hus-

bandry is a great loss to my lord, wherefore

the demesne lands ought to and can be leased

at farm as in other places.

In the reigns of Richard II, Henry IV,

and Henry V (1377-1422) this was hap-

pening all over England. John of Gaunt's

manors, which made up the great Duchy

of Lancaster, had practically no land in

demesne by 1399 when his son conquered

the throne. The estates of the Bishop of

Winchester were all farmed out in the

early fifteenth century. By 1422 the old

regime of the manorial lords was prac-

tically dead.

It is more difficult to say what replaced

it. The elaborate organisation of the great

estates of the thirteenth and fourteenth

centuries produced a mass of written rec-

ords, especially accounts and court rolls,

which tell us much about the manors and

about the countryside in general. In the

fifteenth century when lords were no

longer cultivating the demesnes them-

selves, their manorial accounts commonly

became brief lists of rents paid by tenants,

and this is an obstacle to our understand-

ing of the countryside. There are, how-

ever, a few things which we can say about

it with a fair degree of certainty. Firstly

the class of substantial peasants or farmers

flourished greatly and to a large extent

the control of most villages was given over

to them. At Forncett in Norfolk there were

eighteen villein families in the manor

in 1400. Six of them were still there in the

early sixteenth century, of whom three

continued to hold moderately sized lands

while three others became big farmers:

the villein family of Bolitout included

one individual farming seventy-eight

acres, a member of the Dosy family held

two houses and a hundred and ten acres

in 1500, and a Bole in 1477 farmed the

whole of a neighbouring manor. Similar

changes happened in most parts of En-

gland. The big farmers inherited the

position of the manorial lords.This hap-

pened partly because of the leasing-out

of the demesne, which put much more

land at the disposal of tenants, partly also

because of the shortage of tenants which

enabled the more energetic of those who

remained to take over vacant holdings.

The typical farmer of the fifteenth cen-

tury held a patchwork of pieces of land;

the symmetrical villein tenements, all of

the same size and owing the same ser-

vices, which had been common still in the

fourteenth century, became rare. The

extremes of wealth and poverty in the

peasantry were stretched. At Frisby in

Lincolnshire in 1381 there were sixteen

families, all tenants, of whom the richest

were reckoned to be two or three times

as wealthy as the poorest. In 1524 there

were only ten families of whom three had

no land and two were wealthier than all

the rest together.

-;, The second thing which certainly hap-

pened w^as the gradual disappearance of

villeinage. The reason for this was gen-

erally not deliberate manumission of

individuals (Henry VII manumitted all

villeins on Crown estates- in 1485 partly
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because villeinage was by then becomini^

an anomaly) or commutation of services.

It was firstly because many villein fami-

lies died out and could not be replaced;

secondly, because many fled and their

villeinage was forgotten; thirdly, because

the splitting-up of demesnes made labour

services out of date. In this way both per-

sonal villeinage and villein tenure gradu-

ally died. The mass of descendants of

the villeins were coming to hold their

lands not by the old customary tenures

but by copyhold, that is to say by an agree-

ment with the lord of the manor, made
in the manor court, to which the title deed

was "copy of court roll." In the reign of

Edward IV [1461-1483] the common law-

courts were beginning to hear cases about

copyhold and the importance of the

manorial court was evaporating with the

rest of the manor.
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England: Preplague Population

and Prosperity

Sometime in the period 1300-48, En-

glish population reached its high point in

the Middle Ages. All agree that it rose

rapidly in the thirteenth century and

dropped catastrophically in 1348-77.

Its course in the first half of the century,

however, is the subject of two sharply

divergent opinions. One is that popula-

tion increased gradually to about 3,700,000

at the outbreak of the plague, a point at

which "the agricultural people were being

crowded."^ The other opinion ^ is less

exact: population reached its height about

1315, when the great famine and pesti-

'This is Russell's own theory. — Ed.

^Michael M. Postan is one of the leading expo-

nents of this second opinion according to Russell.

-Ed.

lence of 1315-17 reduced the population

markedly and started a decline, restrained

perhaps by a mild recovery in the two

decades before 1348. According to this

second theory population was much
denser than the 3,700,000: even in the

late thirteenth century, England had a

"starving and over-populated country-

side," with "the poor sokemen^ of Lincoln-

shire— [struggling] to support five people

on five acres of land," and "a society in

which every appreciable failure of har-

vests could result in large increases in

deaths in a society balanced on the margin

of subsistence." . . .

^ Sokemen were freemen possessed of a right in

the soil but subject to the court jurisdiction of a

feudal lord. — Ed.

*From Josiah C. Russell, "The Preplague Population of England," The Journal of British Studies, V
(1966), 1, 10-21. Most footnotes omitted.
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The evidence of the years, 1310-19,

shows a halt in population increase in

England and the loss of perhaps a few per

cent. The continental evidence of 1300-47

varies from showing a brisk advance in

Sweden to showing a heavy loss in the

mountains of Provence. In general the

rapid increase of the thirteenth century

came to an end, a plateau was reached,

and the trends were local or regional

rather than continental. Little evidence

comes from the lands across the Channel

from England, and other evidence illus-

trates conditions of areas unlike the En-

glish. Quite a variety of data, however,

offers indications about the course of

English population then.

The evidence showing that the peasants'

expectation of life was much like that of

the fiefholders suggests that their ex-

perience was similar in other ways. Thus
since the number of fiefholders' children

was sufficient to provide an increase

beyond the number of their parents in the

first half of the fourteenth century, it

seems probable that the serfs' children

also exceeded the number of their par-

ents. Two other methods show the same

increase: a comparison of numbers of

people in thirty places in the poll tax of

1377 and in extents^ before the plague,

and a comparison of size of about 152

places in Domesday and in the extents

before the plague. Using either the poll

tax or Domesday as a base, the ratios of

the extent figures to them increase

* The extents were descriptions of manors that

listed tenants according to their positions in society:

freemen, villeins or serfs, cottars or cottagers. — Ed.

throughout the preplague period. If 1.

is taken as the value for the 1377 poll tax

populations, the two show the increase

by double decades as [shown in the table

below.] Except for the high level of 1330-

47, the comparative evidence from

Domesday shows a lower figure than for

the poll tax-extent comparison, pre-

sumably from lack of data about new
villages. These show roughly a 3 per cent

increase for each decade.

Direct clues about population change

should be provided by comparison of

extents of manors before the famine-pesti-

lence of 1315-17 and after. One compli-

cation is that fourteenth-century extents

are not as informative about population

as earlier ones, frequently giving sums

returned by freemen or cottars instead of

numbers of these classes. As usual there

are problems of identifying manors with

common names. Such as have been identi-

fied mostly come from the southwest of

England and, as might be expected, show

little change. In Cornwall, Helston in

Trigg increased slightly, as apparently

did Westaford in Dorset and Curry Mallet

in Somerset. In the county of Gloucester

where much more evidence occurs, Fair-

ford and Brimmesfield increased,

Tewkesbury held even, while Alweston,

Kingsham, and Southorp declined. Bag-

worth, Lechlade, and Paynswick present

problems. In Hampshire, Itchel increased

slightly, and in Wiltshire, Aystone and

Cyriel declined. The increase is slight.

To the northeast, merchets on the manors

of Spalding Priory show 219 in 1276-1300,

325 in 1301-25, and 351 in 1326-50, thus

Ratio
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increasing in numbers in spite of its being

a period of emancipation.

From Taunton in the southwest of En-

gland comes information about the pay-

ment of tithingpenny from male serfs over

the age of twelve from 1209 to 1330 when

it became standardized. It is alleged that

"the central authorities, fearing the con-

tinuation of the downward trend," froze

the payments. Furthermore, the author

says "that there are indications that these

famines, 1315, 1316, 1317, mark the turn-

ing point in the population trend." The

trend of payments is susceptible to an-

other interpretation. From an average

number of 1,125 in the years 1268-78,

the payments arose slowly and erratically

to an average of 1,154 in the years 1306-09.

In the next year, 1310, the number
jumped suddenly to 1,344 and remained

at about 1,337 until 1317. Then it declined

to 1,202 in 1319 and from this point av-

eraged about 1,224 until 1330. The last

years of this period showed payments

for 1,206, 1,221, and 1,228, which should

not have disturbed authorities as a "de-

cline." Actually the increase of the av-

erage of the years 1319-30 over that of

1306-09 was about the normal 3 per cent

a decade. If one views the unexplained

increase of the years 1310-16 as ephem-

eral, the famine hardly marks a turning

point, even at Taunton.

An approach to the study of population

change in this period by way of data about

economic alterations suggests that "they

can be found in series sufficiently con-

secutive and sufficiently comparable to

enable us to do what direct demographic

methods cannot do, i.e. to form a judge-

ment of the continuity and duration of

the trend. "^ Population data are so scarce

at best that any new light upon demo-

'' The quotations in this and the following para-

graph are from an article of Michael M. Postan

(1950). -Ed.

graphic conditions is welcome, especially

when offered with some assurance. "The

data of wages and those of rents and

vacancies agree in placing the beginning

of the decline somewhere in the first

twenty years of the fourteenth century."

Another source is land values, but for the

preplague period there is only the state-

ment that "at the Abbey of Glastonbury,

the entry fines, having risen from less

than a pound per virgate in the early

thirteenth century to above £12 in 1345,

began to fall again after that date." Since

presumably land values rise with increase

of population, by this index it arose until

about 1345, somewhat after the first two

decades of the century. But perhaps

other evidence would support the earlier

period.

"Of the various categories of economic

evidence capable of reflecting population

trends the fullest and clearest, as well

as the most neglected, is that of wages."

By lumping agricultural wages in periods

of twenty years, of which two are 1300-19

and 1340-59, both of which include rather

sharp changes in wages, the study shows

agricultural wages rising steadily in

terms of agricultural prices. Presumably

this indicates decline of population from

about 1300. If, however, one examines

the decennial averages of wages for work-

ers in wheat (probably the commonest of

wage earners) compared with the value of

silver money, a different interpretation

is possible. Wages varied much as did

prices of wheat from 1261 (and especially

from 1281) until about 1321, because work-

ers were often paid in wheat. Then the

price of wheat jumped, even in compari-

son to the other grains. From about 1321

wages seem to have followed the value of

silver in their steadiness. If unvarying

wages (in terms of wheat) accompanied an

increase of population from 1261 to 1321,

why should not the unvarying wages (in
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terms of silver) also have been accom-

panied by a population increase from

1321 to 1348?

The evidence of economic conditions,

as yet presented, does not seem sufficient

to cause one to suspect the theory of a

sharp break only after the great plague

and to substitute a change of population

direction about 1310-19. The other evi-

dence, with the exception of certain cities

and villages, suggests a very gradual

increase to 1348. It is clear that a plateau

of population was reached in England

before the Black Death, offering demo-

graphers and others an opportunity to

study population conditions in a state of

equilibrium.

Probably the best source of information

about population in medieval England is

the poll tax of 1377, which was to be paid

by all persons over the age of thirteen,

except members of the mendicant orders

and manifest beggars. An estimate is

made as follows:

Laity in the poll tax
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themselves to take from four fifths of the

earlier number, or a little more, to avoid

being obvious.

Another approach to the problem of

those exempted or missed in the poll tax

of 1377 is through the percentage of mar-

ried persons, since the unmarried more

probably escaped paying. The percentage

of married would seem to be about 66-68

per cent, which would be about 44-45 per

cent of the total population. If, however,

the 2 per cent of the clergy and 5 per cent

allotted to the exempt or missed are in-

cluded, the percentage of the married

drops to about 41-42 per cent which is a

reasonable percentage. The plague's age

specific mortality tended to be higher

for the older people, many of whom were

unmarried. This fact not only reduced the

percentage of the unmarried but also

opened the way in many cases for younger

people to take land and marry. The

plague, however, also prevented the

number of children from increasing

rapidly, keeping the percentage of those

under fourteen at about the usual place.

All of these approaches seem to show that

5 per cent was a reasonable figure to cover

the exempted and those who escaped pay-

ing the poll tax of 1377.

The most obvious way to test the reli-

ability of the 1377 poll tax collection

would be to check its returns against con-

temporary documents, such as court rolls

or other taxes. These documents are much

less satisfactory as a check than might be

expected. Persons in the court rolls, for

instance, might come from other villages,

be under age, or appear with different

names. And probably anyone of enough

means to pay another tax would also pay

the rather small poll tax.

The size of the preplague population

of England is reached more easily by

comparison with the poll tax figures than

with the Domesday figures. The poll tax

was nearer in time and avoids the prob-

lem of new villages. From the poll tax

returns the preplague population may be

calculated in two ways: by adding to the

1377 total the estimated losses from 1348

to 1377, and by comparing the popula-

tion of the towns in the tax with the pre-

plague extents to produce a curve of

development. Both lines, starting with

2,200,000 in 1377, lead to about 3,700,000

in 1347. The decline of about 40 per cent

from 1347 to 1377 is typical of European

experience of the time. The estimate for

the 1347 population of England secured

by comparing extent evidence with

Domesday, since it does not make allow-

ance for new towns, is less than the other

estimate. In the use of the extents the

size of the index figure assigned to the

tenement is of very great importance. By
medieval standards there is considerable

evidence for estimating it.

Earlier it has been shown that the ex-

tent with its inclusion of large numbers of

cottars and women presupposes a rela-

tively small index^ for the tenement.

Now evidence from about one hundred

villages and cities of 1377 shows a 2.3

figure for the taxpayers to the household

and thus about a 3.5 total to the tenement.

Furthermore, in nineteen places after

1350 the relationship of units in extents

to poll tax figures can be shown, a rela-

tionship which again indicates a 3.5

household, assuming a household to the

tenant. While it has been suggested that

3.8 persons to a tenement might be proper

before the plague, evidence of murder

of whole households before the plague

in a variety of places indicates again

about 3.5 persons. The relationship of

persons in thirteenth-century life tables

^By index Russell means the number of persons

inhabiting one holding.— Ed.
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would also indicate a 3.5 household if the

holder regularly got his holding at about

eighteen to twenty-three years of age,

which seems to have been the case on the

Winchester manors. There are enough
instances of a figure this low on the con-

tinent to show that it was possible there,

although in general the index for the

tenement was higher there.

Another approach to the problem of

the household or tenement is through

its relationship to total population. The
latter can be estimated from its relation-

ship to the larger cities of the kingdom,

a relationship which has been of more
interest to modern regionalists than to

medievalists. Nevertheless, it can be of

great significance because of the essential

unity of medieval agricultural life with

its relatively few special centers based on

mining or manufacturing which might

disrupt the normal pattern of functional

centers of regular occurrence. Thus in a

region the size of England, the largest

city might be expected to have approxi-

mately 1.5 per cent of the total popula-

tion. London had in 1377 a population

of about thirty-five thousand persons,

which should have made it a center of

about 2,330,000, a figure close to the

2,200,000 of England with some of Wales

added. The secondary cities of England

do not reach the size expected in the usual

pattern and thus do not suggest an En-

gland larger than what is estimated for

it. The centralization of English culture

was such that one may not hazard, as for

the Carolingian Empire, that its primitive

character permitted a center of less than

average size. As estimated by this city-

region relationship, the total population

is consistent with estimates based upon

tenements of 3.5 persons rather than of

a larger size.

Higher estimates of household size are

based upon evidence from four places.

three of them on the Prior of Spalding's

manors. For all of them wide assumptions,

subject to severe doubt, concern the actual

size of the household. For Spalding's

manors there are lists of children of serfs:

the serfs are only a part of the inhabi-

tants of the villages. No wives are named:

every tenant is given one. The households

can be separated with difficulty, since

men still appear as sons in one list and

fathers in another, even though some
names thought to be in this categors' have

been eliminated. It is doubtful if the lists

of Spalding manor are different from the

other two lists: all seem to be complete

lists of sons and daughters. The elimina-

tion of an erroneous idea of what was

meant by "with father" and "with mother"

just adds to the number of households

and reduces their size.' Of the three

sets of lists only those of Moulton seem

to be larger than normal.

For the manor of Taunton high esti-

mates of 4.3 persons in 1248 and 5.9 per-

sons in 1311 are presented* confidently

as the size of the household. They are

based on the assumptions that: (1) all of

the hundred penny payments were made
by persons living on the 660 agricultural

tenements of the manor, (2) the sex ratio

of that period was the same as that of

nineteenth-century England and thus

quite low, and (3) the percentage of chil-

dren was also that of the nineteenth

century, quite high. None of these as-

sumptions is probable. Children of serfs

often lived away from the manor and

paid chevage or other fees to keep open

their rights on the manor. Medieval sex

ratio was usually high, often 120 men to

100 women in agricultural areas. The nine-

teenth century with its rapidly growing

population naturally had more children

' Russell . . . believes . . . that "with mother" means
with a widowed mother in a separate household.

»By J. Z. Titow in 1961.- Ed.
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than the thirteenth century with its more

slowly increasing people. Thus it is im-

possible to use the Taunton data, as they

are used, to indicate household numbers.

Another article suggesting a large house-

hold, not only for England but for all

Europe, exhibits a series of untenable

hypotheses, some already mentioned:

that there was a uniform household for

all Europe, that one village (Halughton)

was typical and the other hundred vil-

lages the exceptions, that one should

accept modern China as an illustration

of medieval Europe with respect to social

class differences in mortality, that there

were a very low number of unmarried

persons and a very high percentage of

children in 1377, and finally that con-

ditions of tax collecting were very similar

in 1377 and 1381.

The size of English population is also

associated with the question of over-

population. Few would believe that an

England of 3,700,000 would see many per-

sons, especially on the farms, starving

except perhaps in the famine years of

1315-17. What has to be shown then is

that there really were periods of starva-

tion, as alleged, each time grain prices

went up. The evidence merely shows a

good correlation between high prices of

grain and large numbers of deaths. The

obvious reason for this is that poor wea-

ther conditions, usually extreme damp-

ness or dryness, produced both poor

harvests and bad conditions of health.

Death rates follow the weather through-

out the year: they should normally follow

conditions of particular years.

The theory of overpopulation rests in

part upon a failure to consider the age

and sex distribution of the population.

One is told that 29 per cent of the villein

tenants and 47 per cent of the free tenants

have less than five acres of land. The

reader naturally sees "the poor sokeman

struggling to support five persons on five

acres of land" and feels that one acre

was not enough to support one person.

However, if it is realized that one sixth

(actually 17.3 per cent of a large sample)

are women who would have few depen-

dents, the picture changes somewhat.

One eighth of the men retired before

death on the Winchester manors, proba-

bly a fair sample of English farmers then.

Between the women and the elderly men
about 30 per cent of the households are

accounted for. Apparently obligatory

labor covered less than one half of the

work on the demesne, land not included

in the peasant holdings mentioned above.

This need for extra labor would offer

work and wages, not merely to the 20 per

cent of tenants holding five acres or less

(after the aged and women were set aside),

but to a considerable number of persons

who had more than five acres of land.

On the question of subsistence there is

apparent agreement that a tenant and

his family needed five to ten acres, pref-

erably near ten. Since those who have so

calculated had a family of five in mind,

the subsistence base was one or two acres

to a person, preferably near two. If one

takes the figures prepared for a group

of 13,504 landholders, free and serf, in the

Hundred Rolls of 1279-80,^ multiplying

each class by a proper number of acres,

one can get an estimate of the number

of acres available to each person. [See

table, p. 107]. This is, it seems, an average

of nearly fourteen acres to the tenant,

well above the margin of subsistence by

any standard. It assumes nearly three

acres to a person, if the family averaged

five. If, however, the household averaged

only 3.5 persons, each member would be

"The Hundred Rolls contained the answers to

questions posed by royal commissioners to juries in

all English counties in order to ascertain royal pos-

sessions and rights. — Ed.
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Elisabeth Carpentier

In an intensive study of the plague of 1348 in an

individual town, ELISABETH CARPENTIER contends

that "the governmental, economic, and social framework

of society in Orvieto successfully resisted the agony of

the Black Death." The impact of the pestilence, she

holds, is rather to be seen in a "demographic

catastrophe," and, most especially, in "the profound

trouble of individuals and souls."*

Orvieto: Institutional Stability

and Moral Change

We have set ourselves the task of dis-

covering what had changed in Orvieto

after the plague, as compared with pre-

plague Orvieto. We have not found any

revolutionary change or permanent

destruction in the different sectors that

we have studied so far. In the political,

administrative, and financial sectors we
have observed the accentuation of ten-

dencies that were already clear before

the plague. The plague aggravated a

preexisting situation; it did not cause a

profound change. In the economic sector

this aggravation was quite strong; it deter-

mined the great reform of 1350,^ which

^ Carpentier argues that the government of Or-

vieto instituted a great financial and economic re-

form in 1350 which included the substitution of a

hearth tax for the traditional tax based on property

evaluation. Although showing that the reforms al-

was both an enterprise of conscience anc

an attempt at recovery. But when w€

leave -the realm of legislative decisions

and the domain of statistics to move closei

to human realities, the changes are much
more tangible. We have seen some con

Crete examples: the impossibility of plac

ing in order the accounts of notarie;

killed by the plague, the problem of re-

lations between guardians and wards

problems that affected orphans, the man^
women and adolescents who were head?

of families, and the great scarcity of doc

tors as well as of harvesters and grap€

gatherers. All these questions— each one

ready were compromised in 1351 and proved rela

lively ineffective, Carpentier adds elsewhere ii

this work that "one of the most remarkable conse

quences of the plague" is that "for once, Orvietc

adopted an economic policy."— Ed.

*From Elisabeth Carpentier, Une ville devant la peste. Orvieto et la Peste Noire de 134S (1962), pp. 192-

195, 222-225. By permission of S. E. V. P. E. N., Paris. Translated by William M. Bowsky. Footnotes omitted.
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3osing specific problems for specific

ndividuals—were new. From these symp-
oms we can see that the lives of the Or-

aetans were deeply affected by the

)lague, even if their official institutions

vere not. The Orvietans who knew the

)lague and survived it received a shock,

IS investigations in the religious, moral,

md psychological domains will demon-
trate in detail.

It has been said and repeated, with

ividence to support it, that the plague

)f 1348 provoked a revival of religious

lentiment, or at least the outward mani-

estations of one. What was there of this

It Orvieto? For 1348 we have found noth-

ng special on this subject, except adop-

ion of the religious interpretation of

he plague as a divine punishment caused

)y man's sins. The Riformagioni^ of

.349-1350 offer nothing new on the sub-

ect. The annual giving of alms by the

;ommune to religious establishments

)ccurred at the beginning of each year.

Celebration of great feasts took place

egularly, sometimes accompanied by

he traditional liberation of prisoners.

There were nevertheless sip^ns of in-

Teased religious fervor.. On August 11,

.349, in a deliberation held for "the well-

)eing, repose, utility, convenience and

)rofit" of the people of Orvieto, the first

olution proposed wqs nf a spiritiif^l n^t

L material nature . In future the vigil of

he Assumption was to be observed, as

veil as the feast of Saint Severus, the

easts of saints whose relics were pre-

erved in the city or its suburbs, and the

easts of saints who had given their names

o churches in Orvieto or in the suburbs.

A^e have here a spectacular example of

he accentuation of external manifesta-

ions of worship, for tVi^^^ arte nmr>nnt^H

O the rreatirm of ^t Ipast fifty new hol i-

iays ( a list of churches, dated August 17,

1350, bears sixty names, but several of

the churches were dedicated to the Virgin)

devoted, by definition, to religious ac-

tivities. This, appears to modern eyes as

a strange way to remedy an economic
crisis or a labor shortage, but it is very

revealing of a state of mind profoundly

imbued_with religion.

The pilgrimage was another exterior

religious manifestation. The year 1350

was a Jubilee Year and the flow of Chris-

tians toward jhp_JJnly rLty__was^J^gA

Orvieto was not a stranger to this move-
ment. From the first, situated as it was on
the route to Rome, Orvieto offered its

facilities to pilgrims, throwing open all

the city gates, which had habitually been

jealously kept closed and guarded. The
"Historical Discourse"^ informs us well

on this subject: "The nights when the

gates were closed were rare because of the

numbers of pilgrims who passed through

by day and by night." Moreover, the

Orvietans themselves desired to go to

Rome and gain Jubilee indulgences. The
commune encouraged them to do this.

"So that in this happy time of Jubilee,

the people of the city and of the contado

may more easily be able to go to Rome
in order to obtain . . . indulgence . . .,"

it was decided on October 26 to suspend

investigation and judgment on all civil

cases until the following year. An analo-

gous measure was taken on November 20

"for the convenience of the people of the

city and countryside who have gone or

will go to Rome for the indulgence of the

Jubilee."

Construction of the cathedral con-

tinued. Although few payments were

made in 1350, they were numerous in

1349; mainly attested to by the transporta-

tion of marble from the region of Pisa.

The commune concerned itself particu-

larly with the good progress and the ad-

Records of City Council deliberations.— Ed. A chronicle of Orvieto.— Ed.
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r

ministration of the work on the cathedral,

as well as with the procurement of the

necessary materials. . . . We do not know

if construction of the cathedral suffered

from the same labor shortage that affected

other sectors of activity in Orvieto, but

the nomination of a new supervisor,

Vitale di Lorenzo, on June 19, 1350, testi-

fies to the continuance of the enterprise.

Taken in their entirety, our sources

reveal the existence of a normal religious

life, at least insofar as official religious

life was concerned. The traditional feasts

were celebrated, alms were given, and

work on the cathedral continued. The

creation of new feasts and the Jubilee

year pilgrimages to Rome even testify

to a special fervor. We must ask ourselves

here if these official, external manifesta-

tions of collective and individual piety

were accompanied by a renewal of inter-

nal and spiritual life, expressing itself,

for example, in more exacting moral de-

mands. Austerity and penitence would

supposedly have appeased the divine

wrath embodied by the plague. But noth-

ing like this took place. Orvieto in the

years 1349-1350 offers an undeniable

spectacle" of moral laxity, which proves

once again that if government, the econ-

omy, and society had succeeded in re-

sisting the catastrophe, the individual

citizens had yielded to it. Such yielding

was not restricted to the laity. Ecclesi-

astics, decimated and discouraged by the

plague, were unable to aid the population

in efforts at redress, and these churchmen

were the only ones who would have been

able to assure the continuity and efficacy

of the previous moral standard. . . .

Before, during, and after. . . . The be-

havior of Orvieto before the plague of

1348 now appears clearer to us. First,

several difficult years prepared a terrain

favxtrahle^to the epidem ic. Then, at the

moment that it struck— as is easy to see

from the veil of silence covering official

texts— the life of the city was^completely

disrupted. Nevertheless^ things were

quickly reorganized; judging from the

situation at the end of a few months, on

the basis of administrative documents,

one can even doubt the severity of the

disaster. Finally, it is necessary to look

ahead some years in order to evaluate

validly the deeper consequences of the

epidemic. These results, which are veri-

fied in every area, allow us to place this

crisis in its proper place in the history

of the fourteenth century and to answer

some of the questions we posed at the

beginning of this study.

On the political level, Orvieto had

already for half a century been experi-

encing growing difficulties in both cit)

and contado. Increasingly, it sufferec

pressing and repeated intervention b)

its neighbors, at the request of some o:

its own citizens. From 1337 on the civi

struggles and wars became more violen

than ever, only diminishing temporarily

in 1348 under the influence of the plagu<

and the stewardship of Perugia. Th(

shock passed and strife broke out agaii

more sharply in a psychological climat<

that was even worse than before. Thi:

strife ended in 1354 with the submissioi

of the city to Cardinal Albornoz, marking

the end of its independence. In fact

despite the disorganization that hac

paralyzed the political life of Orvieto fo:

some weeks in 1348, the influence of th<

plague on events themselves appear

quite minimal in the long run. It is fa:

more important for the psychologica

atmosphere in which those events un

folded.

The economic sector is much more sen

sitive than the political sector. Alread;

before the plague a grave economic crisi

was affecting Orvieto. A series of poo

harvests, caused by bad weather, pro
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voked high prices, then scarcity, and
finally famine. This was accompanied by

a general rise and confusion in prices and
an increase in wages,-which we were able

to evaluate in the case of the Priors/ At

the same time financial difficulties dis-

turbed the commune. The plague epoch

also was marked by a momentary disor-

ganization of commerce and by a new rise

in prices^ Next a general laboF shortage

became the major problem. BuFofher
problems accompanied it, the most not-

able being the rise in prices and wages as

well as the weakening of the commune's

money. The commune of Orvieto enacted

two measures to counteract these trends.

In 1348, it authorized a general price

increase to a level 25 percent higher than

preplague price levels. Two years later

it embarked on an extensive price read-

justment, permitting variable increases

in different sectors. But this arbitrary

reform was not sufficient to moderate

a process already operating for several

years and considerably aggravated both

materially and spiritually by the plague.

The abandonment of lands, the desertion

of the countryside, the shortage of ar-

tisans and of members of the liberal pro-

fessions (we have observed the situation

with regard to physicians, judges, no-

taries, butchers, and especially peasants)

checked all attempts at redress. And these

phenomena, which appeared right after

the plague, showed no tendency to dis-

appear later. Sapped at its base, one can

say, the economic life of Orvieto con-

tinued each year to manifest signs of

persisting decline. The long-term conse-

quences of the plague were as tragic as

the immediate consequences.

On the social level the sources leave us

with a greater margin of uncertainty.;

At Orvieto, the first half of the fourteenth

century was characterized by distinct

social tension. A study of society in the

town brings to light different groups

which sometimes fought and sometimes

allied with one another, in multiple and
diverse combinations. The nobility, up-

per bourgeoisie, artisans, common peo-

ple, and peasantry each had their own
interest and history. Our sources do not

allow us to speculate whether the plague

struck one social class severely while

sparing another. The sources that we have

deal mainly with the upper bourgeoisie,

which was severely hit by the plague.

The percentages of dead among the Seven

and the Twelve^ are impressive. All this

leads us to believe that the plague struck

the majority of urban dwellers and pea-

sants just as severely. Furthermore, in

the short run the epidemic did not alter

the relationship among social forces, but

in the long run the nobility, deprived

of its peasant work force, was the great

loser. Moreover this new situation only

accentuated a tendency which already

was inclining nobles to the trade of mer-

cenary soldier or to banditry. So once

again the plague only accentuated and

favored an evolution begun earlier.

We must reco.g;nize that on the whole,

except during the months of the epidemic

itseITr"the'"governmental. pronomlr^nd
social framework of society in Orvieto

successfully resisted the agony of Ihe

Black Death. Seen from the outside, polit-

ical life, social relations, and commercial

activities followed the same norms in

1350 as they had in 1346 and 1347. If one

reads the sources rapidly it even seems

that nothing had changed at all, that the

same immutable structures continued to

rule the same society. These appearances

^Carpentier here refers especially to the tradi-

tional high communal magistracy of Orvieto, the

Seven, or the Seven Consuls of the Guilds. — Ed.

"This magistracy of the Twelve appeared in Or-

vieto during the plague period. Chosen by the Seven,

the Twelve served together with them.— Ed.
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are misleading, however. A profound

study of the years 1349-1350, like the

history of Orvieto in the second half of the

fourteenth century, shows that even if

the institutions remained the same, they

now related to a population which was

diminished both quantitatively and quali-

tatively. This was the veritable drama of

the plague, and it became fully manifest

only long years later.

It is absolutely necessary to repeat that

the population diminished quantitatively,

^cause of the lack of adequate statistics,

Orvieto makes only a modest contribution

to the problem of plague mortality. Never-

theless the number of deceased found

among the Seven, the Twelve, and no-

taries is high and testifies to a death rate

of more than a third, or even than a half,

among the groups studied. In addition,

a comparison of the number of taxpayers

in 1292 with the number in 1402 shows

that the population of Orvieto declined

by about half during the fourteenth

century. One can truly speak of a demo-

graphic catastrophe, and even if institu-

tions did not change, their context thus

appears singularly modified.

Moreover, the diminution in the num-

ber of inhabitants was accompanied by a

grave change in their physical and moral

health. The plague of 1348, characterized

by a preponderance of the pneumonic

form, left aftereffects, which the survivors,

cared for by an insufficient number of

doctors, had to endure. In addition, for

generations the people suffered new

attacks of the plague, and remained men-

aced by it. These two essential phenomena
— the brutal, constant diminution in the

number of the living and the permanent

menace that threatened them— profound-

ly affected the population and had im-

portant psychological consequences. We
will not cite again the numerous sources

that show the indolence, dishonesty, and

immorality existing in postplague Or-

vieto. There is not space to discuss the

problems of individuals and families—

the problem of orphans being most char-

acteristic—which we glimpse in the

sources. The plague of 1348 bequeathed

a troubled situation to Orvieto. The
plague of 1363 only aggravated it. On the

psychological level this second outbreak

was of capital importance: it let the Or-

vietans know that the epidemic of 1348

had not been a unique and exceptional

accident, but that the menace of plague

was always present. And it was in 1363

that real sentiments which had been care-

fully hidden in 1348 appeared openly:

fear shamelessly exposed, cowardice, and

at the same time the desire to profit from

and even exploit the present. Certainly

the Church gave the epidemic of 1348 an

interpretation which the Orvietans, fer-

vent Catholics, did not fail to adopt. But

if the severe moral crisis which then de-

veloped led some to a life of penitence—

the best example of this is the rise of

religious brotherhoods— it did not induce

all to a life of austerity, but quite the re-

verse. Even the members of the clergy

itself suffered deeply from the conse-

quences of the plague. Thus we meet

again, on the religious and psychological

plane, the opposition between the ap-

parent immutability of general structures

and the profound trouble of individuals

and souls. At Orvieto at least, this opposi-

tion appears to be the great change ef-

fected by the plague of 1348.

A war, or a revolution, causes a distur-

bance of human institutions which leaves

source material that is accessible to the

historian. Battles, annexations of terri-

tory, constitutional changes, and social

or economic reforms are described by

contemporaries and are recorded in docu-

ments on the basis of which posterity can

establish its judgments. A catastrophe
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such as the one of 1348 has far deeper and
graver consequences than any war or

revolution. Even at Orvieto, it caused

more victims, in a few months, than had
all the civil and military struggles which

had taken place in the town and its con-

tado for many years previously. But the

epidemic attacked individuals and not

their institutions. By that very^ fact it has

not left the historian tangible proof of its

gravity and importance. With regard to

Or^deto, v/e have been able to establish

the absence of immediate sources on the

plague and, further, we have been able

to appreciate the exceptional wealth pf

later documents which apparently have

no precise connection with the epidemic.

The contrast between the extensiveness of

the phenomenon and the poverty of

sources directly concerning it is not pecu-

liar to Orvieto. It is part of the history of

the plague, and can contribute to clarifi-

cation of the contradictory opinions which

have been expressed on this subject.
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Siena: Stability and Dislocation

By January 1349 the storm had passed

and the restoration of order was under

way. The major task fell to communal

authorities. Although important officials

had died, the disruption of the summer

had been only temporary. Communal

records show a continuity of legislative

and administrative personnel. Many
Noveschi^ lived on to play key roles in

government, as did members of the great

noble families even though they remained

excluded from the IX.

^The Nine, the highest governing body in Siena

from 1287 to 1355, was an oligarchy of bourgeois and

noble origin that excluded certain great noble or

magnate families from its ranks by law. The term

Noveschi applies to those who served on the Nine

and their relatives.

Equally important, administrative

techniques were not seriously disrupted

Comparison, for example, of the volume

recording the deliberations of the IX ir

November-December 1347 with that foi

September-October 1351 reveals con-

tinuity in the functioning of the IX, ir

the nature of the issues they treated

methods of action, and even in the forma

and composition of the volumes of delib

erations. In fact, the very few indication:

in the 1351 volume that there had been i

major disaster are indirect. Bicchernj

and City Council records demonstrate

continuity in recording and accounting

procedures. Sixty years of Noveschi ruh

and close attention to the details of gov

ernment had laid firm foundations.

*Revised and adapted for this volume by the author, from William M. Bowsky, "The Impact of the Blacl

Death upon Sienese Government and Society," Speculum, XXXIX (1964), 19-34. Reprinted by permission o

The Mediaeval Academy of America.
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This is not to deny a shortage of per-

sonnel after the epidemic. As early as

15 August 1348 it was necessary to order

that the names of the dead be removed
from the lists of persons eligible to hold

office on the IX. The chamberlains of

Siena's two most important financial

magistracies, the Biccherna and the Ga-

bella, had hitherto been selected from

among the regular clergy, most frequently

from the Cistercian monastery of San

Galgano. But on 22 August 1348 these

offices were opened to laymen, as be-

cause of the plague it "is difficult, nay,

impossible, to have any monks from any

order or monastery for the said offices . . .

since so few remain that they are not even

sufficient in number to celebrate divine

offices in their own monasteries." So

severe was the crisis that contado com-

munities received permission to select

their own vicars to serve until 1 January

1349, filling out the terms of those who
had died during the plague. The greatest

shortage, that of judges and notaries and

of foreigners to serve in such high posts

as those of Podesta and Captain of the

People, remained acute throughout the

regime of the IX. Nonetheless, govern-

mental machinery was rapidly re-assem-

bled and was manned by the same type

personnel as before the epidemic.

Many problems remained to be solved,

including the resumption of communal
income. The Black Death did not end the

need to pay foreign officials and merce-

naries. Siena required troops to protect

her contado and to fight her wars. She

had to maintain her commitments to

Florence and her Guelf allies; particu-

larly to resist the incursions of the Mi-

lanese Visconti into Tuscany. And in 1354

the pressures exerted by the fierce con-

dottiere, ^ Fra Moriale, dwarfed all others.

To add to Siena's difficulties, officials

and troops demanded higher wages than

before the plague, both because they were

in short supply and to offset any increased

cost of foodstuffs. Almost all measures

providing monetary bonuses for com-

munal officials or mercenaries refer to

the "immensely" increased cost of "vic-

tuals" as well as to the shortage of person-

nel. Legislation aimed at restricting the

practice of augmenting salaries with fre-

quent bonuses proved ineffective.

Surprisingly, Sienese finances were

quickly restored and even improved.

1340-1352 the Biccherna's semestral ex-

penditures averaged about £ 210,000.

This was less than the 1341-1344 budgets

(£260,000- £280,000), and not much
above the £215,000- £ 195,000 of 1345-

1348. More significant, each successive

group of Biccherna magistrates needed

to advance less to cover its predecessor's

debts. The Biccherna's total indebtedness

was less than it had been in 1330, while

the total budget for that year was only

half of that averaged 1349-1352.

By 1353 Siena approached that rarity,

a balanced budget. This it accomplished

without resorting to a devaluation of

coinage and despite remissions of fees

granted to gabelle^ farmers and renters

damaged by the plague. In 1354 the new-

found stability was abruptly jarred when
the ravages of Fra Moriale occasioned

the largest budget to date in Sienese his-

tory. The Biccherna spent over £ 300,000

during the first half of that year alone.

Low forced loans and a very light tax

were levied in the summer and fall of

1348. 5 December the price of salt that

Sienese were compelled to purchase from

^A condottiere was the commander of a large

mercenary band or army.

' Most gabelles were indirect taxes, and in Siena

they were "farmed"; that is, the government (through

the magistracy of the Gabella) sold these taxes to the

highest bidders— bidders who would pay the govern-

ment a set sum for the right to collect gabelle and

keep its income themselves.
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the commune was increased 25%, the first

such price increase in eight years. 22

January 1349 the City Council enacted

legislation that permitted the compound-

ing of fines at 10% to 25% and the cancel-

lation of all existing death sentences

against any individual upon payment of

600 gold florins. During the first half of

1349 alone over £ 23,600 was collected

from 635 persons who took advantage of

the discounts and composition.

Two means were basic in the achieve-

ment of financial improvement. Indirect

taxes were increased, and in many cases

doubled. More important, the commune
exacted forced loans in larger amounts

and more frequently than ever before.

Most struck the wealthier inhabitants of

the city and the Masse, '' and to a far lesser

extent those of the contado. The Jubilee

Year of 1350 brought new prosperity to

innkeepers and others doing business

along the routes to Rome. These were

taxed with a forced loan of 4,000 florins.

In 1353 a thousand florin forced loan was

imposed on foreign money lenders doing

business in Siena. During the second

half of 1351 alone the commune realized

over £ 75,000 in forced loans, more than

£ 60,000 of which came from inhabitants

of the city. Other forced loans followed,

accompanied by a dazio (a form of direct

tax) of slightly over 6% in the city. This

money could be exacted because the gov-

ernment guaranteed repayment of forced

loans by obligating specific portions of

communal income, especially the gabelle

on wine sold at retail in the city and con-

tado.

Voluntary loans ostensibly repaid at

a profit of 8%>-10% a year apparently

accounted for a share of the communal

income. In actuality, though, Siena recog-

nized that many lenders received more

than the legal interest rate, for the com-

mune excused this practice if the lender

paid an "excess profits tax" of 20% on the

interest that he collected beyond the legal

limit. Interestingly, despite any new

riches that were amassed as a result of the

plague, the voluntary lenders to the com-

mune continued to be drawn principally

from the same Noveschi and great nobles

as before.

Siena did not try to strengthen itself

at the expense of the contado. The annual

contado assessment^ remained at the low

£ 36,000 set in 1347. This was only 50%

more than the original assessment of 1291

even though expenditures had risen more

than 200%.

Nor could the contado support heavy

impositions. Almost all work ceased dur-

ing the summer of 1348. Fields were ne-

glected and animals left untended, as

men were scarcely able to care for their

own ill. Mills closed down and most were

still inoperative as late as February 1349.

The death toll was high, but varied

greatly from one community to the next.

In 1353 the Maremma commune of Sasso-

forte numbered fifty men. Before the

plague it had sheltered one hundred

sixty men and their families. Neighboring

Montemassi was reduced to less than

fifty men, from a pre-plague population

of two hundred and twenty.

Migration as well as plague deaths

accounted for these losses. Throughout

the period that we are considering, and

long after, many contado lands lay sterile,

unworked because of the shortage of farm

labor. From 1354 on the incursions of

mercenary companies increased the crime

and disorder that followed the plague.

As early as September 1348 communi-

^ The Masse was a name given to a group of subject

communities immediately adjacent to Siena that

were differentiated juridically from the contado.

^ This refers to a sum levied on and apportioned

among the communities of its contado by the com-

mune of Siena.
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ties throughout the contado barraged

Siena with requests for financial assis-

tance, particularly in the form of remis-

sion of rentals and fees owed the commune.
The honesty of these petitions is attested

by the fact that they were granted despite

the loss of income to Siena. Siena was

solicitous of the contado's troubles. It

immediately remitted the one-third of

the annual contado taxation due in Sep-

tember 1348.

Remissions and even the cancellation

of contracts were also conceded to private

individuals and groups of men renting

communal properties in the contado.

14 August 1349 several Sienese who had

rented the entire court, district, land,

and castle of Marsiliana for eight years

beginning 1 January 1348 for £ 5,950 (at

the rate of £ 850 a year) successfully peti-

tioned for the cancellation of their con-

tract. They alleged that because of the

plague they could not hold and use this

territory, nor even guard it from Siena's

enemies should the need arise. Two of

the original renters had died, and, worse

yet, it was impossible to find men to serve

as either guards or as agricultural labor-

ers. In June 1349 renters at Civitella

Ardenghesca received a four-year reduc-

tion of one-third in the rentals due from

houses and squares in the castle and from

olive groves, and a 50% remission of farm

rents. But even this aid was insufficient.

Six months later all these Civitella con-

tracts were cancelled at the renters' re-

quest upon the receipt of small payments.

In 1351 Siena went so far as to aid con-

tado communities at the risk of slowing

the rate of repopulation of the city itself.

Wealthy men of the contado who wished

to acquire Sienese citizenship were now
required to notify the communities on

whose tax registers they were enrolled of

their intention. This was done so that the

communities affected could, if they so

desired, protest officially to the City

Council. Nor could one obtain Sienese

citizenship without first obtaining an

official release from his community. This

measure passed with almost no opposi-

tion, by a vote of 120 to 3.

The Sienese government recognized

that ad hoc relief to individual communi-
ties or renters was not enough. By October

1349 the City Council granted the leading

Sienese magistracies authority to combine

contado communities for the purpose of

the taxes and services they owed Siena.

This measure was needed because some

communities had been completely wiped

out and others decimated. The action was

taken "since because of the plague that

has occurred many contado communities

are reduced to nothing ... [it is ordered]

from humanity and piety ... so that they

may be kept in the service of the com-

mune of Siena with their customary de-

votion and faith."

In 1350 it was manifest that a complete

new reassessment of the contado com-

munities was needed in order that the

annual taxation might be imposed in an

equitable fashion:

Since from the fatality that has occurred all

the contado communities generally have de-

creased in population, but their decrease is

unequal. Some have decreased moderately,

others immensely, still others have been com-

pletely wiped out. Hence there results the

great inequality of taxation that exists today.

And since whatever is unequal is intolerable

the said taxation must be returned to fitting

and tolerable equality, and must be made and

done anew.

In accordance with this measure the entire

contado tax burden was reapportioned in

relation to the damage suffered by each

community.

The shortage of agricultural labor and

the increased demands made by renters,

sharecroppers, and farm laborers who
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survived the epidemic caused Siena to

try to attract foreign farm labor into the

state. In 1349 such immigrants were prom-

ised immunity from taxes and services

until 1354 if they would farm specified

amounts of land. At the same time those

men aged fifteen to seventy who had

customarily rented, sharecropped, and

worked were heavily taxed unless they

farmed the same specified quantities in

the customary fashion. This law was nec-

essary:

Since the workers of the land, and those who

customarily worked the lands and orchards,

because of their great extortions and the sal-

aries that they receive for their daily labors,

totally destroyed the farms of the citizens and

inhabitants of the state [districtuales] of Siena

and deserted the farms and lands of the afore-

said citizens and districtuales.

While this measure may have driven some

peasants into foreign lands others were

probably attracted to Siena itself, aug-

menting the city's population and labor

supply. At least two other measures of

1348 and 1350 were aimed at restricting

the mobility of farm laborers and com-

pelling them to adhere to customary

contracts, but they were not renewed and

were apparently unsuccessful.

Those coming to Siena found a scene of

considerable confusion. The epidemic

was followed by an increase in the num-

ber of crimes of violence and in all forms

of abandoned living. As late as 15 Sep-

tember 1350 the City Council lamented

the ease with which culprits could evade

justice merely by leaving the city.

The Black Death brought about great

social and economic dislocation. Severe

legislation of 1349 aimed at gaining for

Siena the properties, rights, and incomes

of those who had died intestate during the

epidemic and were not survived by close

relatives. By law those legacies pertained

to the commune, but many had been

forcefully usurped. The new law provided

that all who had occupied such estates

denounce the fact to communal authori-

ties within two weeks, upon pain of paying

double the value of their usurpations.

After the two-week grace period anyone

could denounce such illegal occupation

to the Podesta and receive 10% of the

fine, while his name would be kept secret.

Other inheritances too were illegally

seized, leaving widows and orphans to

petition the City Council for redress. So

numerous were contested legacies that

special courts, judges and commissions

were appointed to hear and define such

cases. Extant testimony concerning con-

tested dowries proves conclusively that

many properties throughout the city,

Masse and contado were acquired in the

wake of the plague without regard to right

or legal ownership.

Not all inheritances were worth ac-

cepting. Some, burdened by debt, were

rapidly repudiated. The forty-one re-

pudiations of paternal legacies approved

by the City Council in 1349 are almost

double the number for any preceding

year.

A major cause for repudiation is found

in another area of City Council activity:

grants of moratoria, discounts, and remis-

sions of fees to gabelle farmers and renters

of communal properties. (The first half

of 1349 saw over thirty-five such grants

— more than for any previous comparable

period.) So numerous were the pleas for

relief that in September 1348 two separate

measures were enacted establishing the

administrative machinery for granting

such aid to renters and gabelle purchasers

damaged by a loss of income caused by

the plague.

If post-plague Siena was marked by

economic and social fludity not all were

losers. Sumptuary laws were quickly
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revived because many persons pretended

to higher station than that of their birth

or occupation. In legislation of 1349

knights, judges, and physicians, and
their wives and children under twelve

years of age were the sole groups per-

mitted the most lavish expensive modes
of dress.

Much legislation was enacted to protect

the rights and properties of the multitude

orphaned by the Black Death, but two

closely contested measures of 9 April

1350 merit special attention. These for-

bade the orphans of non-nobles, particu-

larly female, from marr\-ino- nobles without

the prior consent of their bourgeois kins-

men. This was probably an attempt to

protect bourgeois legacies from magnates

wishing to recoup damaged fortunes or

to add to existing riches. The closeness

of the votes indicates clearly that not

even^^one accepted the new economic and

social fluidity as a blessing.

Many Noveschi and great nobles were

plague victims or bankrupted. But all

wealth itself did not disappear. Some
men enriched themselves with little heed

to legal niceties. Others legitimately

inherited sizeable fortunes. And Xoveschi

and magnates continued to lead Siena,

and to lend to it. as before. Biccherna

records do not bear out Agnolo di Turas

contention of 1349 that "all money had

fallen into the hands of new people fgente

nuovaj.''

By the fall of that year, however, enough

nouveaux riches had come into existence,

or gained sufficient strength, to cause the

conservative City Council to enact a revo-

lutionars' measure: it ended forever the

strict monopoly held by Sienese bankers

— the core of Noveschi strength— over the

right to act as sureties for gabelle pur-

chasers. Henceforth non-bankers too

could participate in this lucrative busi-

ness, provided that the leading Sienese

magistracies approved of their suitabilitv

by a two-thirds vote.

The attack on bankers" privileges was
pushed further. By 1355 they were for-

bidden to hold two key financial offices

to which laymen had gained access in

1348 because of a shortage of monks. Like

the law protecting bourgeois orphans,

this measure originated in the Council of

the Militaiy Companies, where lesser

gildsmen held greater power than they

commanded in the higher echelons of

government.

Among those who gained most in social

and economic status after the Black Death

were the notaries. The few remaining

notaries of both the city and contado

profited from their scarcity. For the first

time they assiduously avoided communal
offices and vicarships, devoting them-

selves to profitable private practice and

to service in the entourages of those called

to high office as Podesta, Captain of the

People, or W^ar Captain. Notaries ignored

both old and new ordinances regulating

their fees. They even went so far as to

draw up documents that were contrary- to

the wishes of the contracting parties, and

to mock those who employed their ser-

vices. In October 1352 the commune was

forced to abandon its traditional policy of

prohibiting clerics from practicing as

notaries, even in those cases where the

Gild of Judges and Notaries wished to

continue the prohibition. This measure

was enacted for the explicitly stated rea-

son that notaries were in too short supply.

As late as June 1354 the City Council

empowered the IX to draft notaries for

service in contado offices.

Plague sui-\ivors with special skills or

in ver\' short supply not unnaturally

tried to improve their lot by demanding

higher wages and prices, beyond what

was justified by the increased cost of ali-

mentarv- products. Stonemasons and
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others in the building industry were

particularly scarce. Like other communes

such as Orvieto and Pisa, Siena enacted

wage and price regulations. Detailed

Sienese ordinances have not survived,

but there is proof that on 1 October 1348

the Consuls of the Merchant Gild re-

ceived authority from the City Council

to set both rates and the fines for contra-

vention. The alleged reason for this mea-

sure was that artisans and workers were

demanding far more than the customary

amounts for their wares and labors. Of

greater interest, though, is the fact that

Siena apparently enacted only three such

regulatory measures— two immediately

after the plague and a third in March

1350. Even these were not renewed.

If unlike many other European com-

munes and states Siena did not rely heavily

upon such controls to restore normalcy,

another avenue was open: encouragement

of immigration to the city. Possibly on 13

October 1348 the government extended

Sienese citzenship to those foreigners

who came to Siena with their families

and remained for five years. But this is

only hinted at in an apostil and in a brief

phrase recording a City Council vote.

If the Sienese government wished to

attract new inhabitants to the city this

allegedly was not to be at the expense of

the contado communities, as we have seen

from the legislation of 1351 restricting

the ease with which wealthy contadini

could obtain citizenship. Yet the law itself

was probably occasioned by contado com-

plaints against just such an exodus.

What of actual figures? In point of fact

the number of new citizenships granted

from September 1348 to April 1355 soared

22.5% over the total number granted dur-

ing the eighteen years from 1330 to 1348.

Enjoyable though it is to deal in percen-

tages, the numbers at stake are a modest

eighty and ninety-eight citizenships.

After the plague, as before, over half of

the new citizens came from the contado

and most of the remainder from neighbor-

ing Tuscan states. Prominent among those

whose occupations are known were no-

taries, merchants, and wool manufac-

turers.

Any major influx of population after

the Black Death came not at this citizen

level but from the lower economic and

social strata, the strata hardest to trace

in extant documents. Substantial indirect

evidence points to just such an influx, and

to a considerable repopulation of the city

perhaps as early as 1351. Such a popula-

tion increase might explain in pafT the

rapid restoration of Sienese finanrp,&.

Similarly, the farm labor legislation of

May 1349 was conducive to driving agri-

cultural labor off the farms, and, to some

extent, towards Siena itself. The legisla-

tion of May 1351 assisting contado com-

munities to control the exodus of wealthy

contadini wishing to acquire Sienese

citizenship would not have been necessary

had there been no such phenomenon.

Noteworthy too is Siena's rapid abandon-

ment of wage and price regulations for

city artisans and workers, particularly as

other communes such as Pisa and Orvieto

long continued their use. While as late as

February 1350 applicants for Sienese

citizenship requested exemption from the

statutory requirement that they build new

houses in the city or suburbs for the spe-

cific reason that many houses were empty

because of the plague and "the city needs

inhabitants, not houses," such statement;

appear in no later applications. Not to be

overlooked are the hitherto unnoticec

expenditures for several new gates anc

walls for the city totaling almost £ 3,00(

during the first half of 1352. By Marct

1353 the Council of the People, reducec

one-third after the plague, was restored tc

its original size. This, coupled with th(
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fact that the A'oie^c/z /-dominated Citv

Council remained reduced, may indicate

the social and economic level of many of

the new arrivals.

Returned refugees may account for

some of the repopulation. Some immi-
grants came from the Sienese contado.

still others from outside the state. But
while post-plague Siena housed both
nouveaux riches and newcomers of modest
means these groups were new and un-

stable elements in the city's political life.

And they shared in certain attitudes, if

not a clearly formulated program. Nei-

ther group accepted with equanimity
traditional Noveschi methods of govern-

ment— mo wreaw.r riches from a desire for

political and social perquisites commen-
surate with their improved economic
status: newcomers to the city because thev

lad not grown up under the rule of the

[X.

Their attitudes coincided most closelv

n hostility to the special privileges and
idvantages that the Noveschi assumed for

hemselves. Some of these had been criti-

:ized occasionally in the past. Now the

ittacks became so severe that the govem-
nent took cognizance of the protests and
delded in part. In June 1349 the chief

nagistrates of the Biccherna were attacked

or favoring their friends in the priority

)f repayments to communal creditors and
or allowing speculation in the public

lebt. It was less than three months later

hat the bankers lost their monopoly over

he right to act as sureties for gabelle

)urchasers.

Pressures increased noticeably during

he next three years. In the fall of 1350

he IX were ordered to stop receiving

nd giving gifts. 22 April 1351 the City

Council enacted legislation aimed at

liminating suspicions that the tax asses-

sors were favoring members of the IX,
the chief magistrates of the Biccherna and
the Gabella, the Consuls of the Merchant
Gild, and their families. The following

8 July the IX were denied the right to

elect themselves or any other incumbent
leading Sienese magistrates to any public

office.

So great was the pressure that eleven

days later the City Council considered a

proposal to enlarge the base from which
members of the IX were selected— the

first such proposal to reach the council

floor in fifteen years. But the IX were not

prepared to admit defeat. Although this

measure was sponsored by a leading

Xoveschi it failed by a vote of 82 to 45.

This reversal is all the more significant

when we recall that the council approved
over 99% of the measures that it consid-

ered.

The IX continued to see their position

threatened. Accused of mismanagement
of the public mint, in June 1351 one group
of the IX was even deprived of its special

immunities against ordinary- criminal

prosecution. Two months before the fall

of the government Sienese bankers were

explicitly excluded from two important

financial offices.

The Black Death did not directly pre-

cipitate the overthrow of the IX. But it

was instrumental in creating demographic,

social, and economic conditions that

greatly increased opposition to the ruling

oligarchy. At the next major crisis, the

arrival in Siena of the Emperor Charles

I\^ in March 1355. newcomers and new
rich were important elements in the revo-

lution that felled a government that had

weathered the storms of nearly three-

quarters of a centur\'— ending the era of

Siena's greatest stability and prosperity.
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scholarly views and posits a new thesis concerning the

role of the Black Death in the history of Muslim

Egypt.*

Egypt: Crisis in a Muslim Land

In ven^ broad outline, the basic argu-

ment of what may be described as the

current consensus explaining Egypt's

economic decline runs as follows: The

political unrest preceding and following

the accession of the Circassian Mamluks'

in 1382 resulted in internal turmoil and

weakness. The loosening of state control

encouraged increased bedouin encroach-

ments on agricultural areas and on cara-

' The Mamluks were regiments of slaves who over-

threw the Egyptian government in 1250 and estab-

lished one of theirnumber as suhan. They replenished

their ranks during the thirteenth and fourteenth

centuries by purchasing more slaves, for example,

from Genoese merchants. — Ed.

vans resulting in the decline of rura

goods production, the flight of the rura

population, the loss of cultivated land

to the desert and a disruption of lucrativ*

long-distance trade. The most disastrou

consequence of internal Mamluk dissen

sion was the adverse effect on agricultura

revenues which were their fundaments

source of wealth. Diminishing agricul

tural revenues were in turn the ultimat

source of urban economic problems, sine

these directly affected the level of incom

of the urban upper classes and exerte

pressure for a variety of economicall

disruptive measures such as heavier taxj

tion of urban commerce, confiscation

^Abraham L. Udovitch, "Eg^^t," pt. IV of Robert Lopez, Harry Miskimin, Abraham L. Udovitch, Ei

gland to Egypt, 1350-1500: Long-term Trends and Long-distance Trade," from Studtes zn the Econom

History of the Middle East edited by M. A. Cook (1970) and published by Oxford University Press for tl

Schoof of Oriental and African Studies, pp. 117-120. Most footnotes omitted.
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and forced purchases, all intended to

buttress sagging Mamluk incomes. This
led to a descending spiral of urban eco-

nomic decay to which our data on indus-

trial and commercial decline bear such
eloquent testimony.

I submit that this analysis is an inade-

quate explanation both of the extent and
the manifestations of Egypt's economic
crisis. A number of questions are left

unanswered. Since bedouin disruption of

agriculture began as early as the 1330's,

why are there no indications of any disas-

trous long-term consequences until much
later in the fourteenth century: Simi-

larly, oppressive exactions from both

the urban and agricultural sectors were
not novel features of Mamluk rule. ^Vhv,

then, in earlier periods, did these not lead

to any pervasive and calamitous economic
decline? The most important question

left unanswered is: how did Eo•^^pt con-

tinue to feed itself in the face of diminish-

ing agricultural production? If the area

of land under cultivation and the absolute

size of the agricultural harvest declined

by a considerable percentage, and if the

population remained relatively constant,

we would expect a number of conse-

quences to follow: either mass starvation,

Dr a sustained inflation in the price of

agricultural products, or both. Since we
have no evidence that either of these

Dccurred, nor of any continuing massive

^rain imports, we must conclude that

demographic factors were at the root of

Eg\^pt's agricultural decline, and that

smaller harv^ests were being produced by,

and were feeding substantially fewer

people.

While a number of scholars have pos-

ited a slow but steady demographic de-

dine in Eg\^pt beginning with the Islamic

:onquest and continuing to the time of

Vluhammad "AlT in the earlv nineteenth

century, this process was certainly acceler-

ated in the mid-fourteenth centur\^ be-

coming a significant, and indeed, a central

factor in the history of the following cen-

luvy. The only population studies of this

period are found in Ayalon's investiga-

tions of the Mamluk army.- These reveal

a drastic reduction in the number of Mam-
luks beginning in the late fourteenth or
early fifteenth centur\\ From an esti-

mated 12,000 royal Mamluks during the

reign of Xasir Muhammad (first half of

the fourteenth centurv'), their number
fell to approximately 5,500 under Mu'-
ayyad Shaykh in 1417, and to about 4,000

in 1437 under Barsbay. Other segments
of the Mamluk army suffered a similar

decline in numbers, so that "most of the

military' expeditions concerning which
Egyptian chronicles of the fifteenth cen-

tur\' give details were carried out bv two

or three thousand, and sometimes, bv
several hundred Mamluks." Whatever
political and other factors contributed

to the precipitate reduction in the size of

the Mamluk army, the decimations of the

plague were undoubtedly the most im-

portant. The plague took a particularly

heavy toll in Mamluk ranks, since as

imported foreigners their immunity was

low and they were particularly vulner-

able; it also decreased the population

source m the Caucasus on which the

Manluks drew for their manpower needs.

The plague did not confine its devasta-

tions only to the Mamluks. All strata of

the Egv'ptian population suffered from

the destructive impact of the series of

plagues which visited Egv^pt during the

latter half of the fourteenth and through-

out the fifteenth centuries. Any recovery

from the demographic inroads of these

-D. Ayalon, "Studies on the Structure of Mamluk
Army I," Bulletin of the School of Oriental and

African Studies, XV (1953), 222-228.
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epidemics was made virtually impossible

by their recurrence at intervals of be-

tween ten and twenty years. Maqrizi^

has left us a vivid description of the pro-

gress of what was probably the most costly

outbreak of the plague, that of 1347-9.

It made its appearance in Egypt in the

autumn of 1347. By April 1348 it had

spread throughout the country, attaining

its height between November 1348 and

January 1349, and finally subsiding in

February 1349. During this year and a

half it wreaked its havoc throughout

Egypt from Alexandria in the North to

the outskirts of Aswan in the South. In

Alexandria, the plague carried off one

hundred people each day, and at its

height this number rose to two hundred.

The royal tiraz"^ factory was closed down

for lack of workers; the markets and cus-

tom houses suspended operations for lack

of merchants and travellers. The Delta

areas were similarly afflicted. "In Mahalla

the plague was so intense that the prefect

(wall) could find no one to come to com-

plain to him; and the qddi,^ when ap-

proached by people to validate their wills,

could, because of their small number,

find no witnesses except after great exer-

tion." In the countryside, there was almost

no one left to cultivate the land or collect

the harvests. Fief-holders and their ser-

vants were forced to gather the harv^est

themselves. Even though they held out

one-half of the harvest as a reward to

anyone who would help, they could find

no one to accept their offer. Because of

the heavy toll taken from the army, fiefs

rapidly passed from one person to an-

other, changing hands as many as seven or

3 The historian Maqrizi (d. 1442) wrote a valuable

and voluminous history of early Mamliak Eg>^pt.

-Ed.
* Tiraz was embroidered cloth, ordinarily silk,

intended for consumption by the royal court. — Ed.

'The qddi were judges whose purview included

notarial matters.— Ed.

eight times. Even artisans such as tailors

and cobblers were falling heir to fiefs;

and these latter mounted horses and

donned military dress. Following the

visitation of the plague, an expanse of

land in Upper Egypt which was previous-

ly inhabited by 6,000 taxpayers contained

only 116 who could pay taxes. In Cairo

the number of daily deaths rose from 300

at the beginning of October 1348 to 3,000

towards the end of the month. Many
streets were left only with empty houses,

"and the belongings of their occupants

could not find a taker; and if a man in-

herited anything, it passed in one day to

a fourth and a fifth party." Survivors

helped themselves to abandoned prop-

erty, houses, furniture and money. Ma-

qrizi claims that in Cairo alone 900,000

people died, and that the figure would be

doubled were it to include some of its

suburbs and adjacent areas.

While Maqrizi's figures for Cairo are

certainly exaggerated, his description is

unequivocal in portraying the plague as

a serious demographic blow to all parts

of Eg)^pt. At this stage of research, it is

impossible to give any quantitative or

comparative figures for the extent of the

population decline. One can only say with

certainty that it was considerable. In

another of his works, Maqrizi reports thai

in this period the Egyptian populatior

declined by one-third. In view of almost

identical European figures this would

seem to be a reasonable estimate and

until more detailed and controlled studie;

are available, one which can be used for c

working hypothesis.

Postulating a serious demographi(

decline in the mid-fourteenth centun

permits us to view the consequent eco

nomic decline in a new perspective. The

causal relationship explaining the crisi

can now be reversed. It was not rapaciou

Mamluk policies which led to decline, i
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as rather the decline that was responsi-

le for those policies. Demographic de-

iine resulted in an absolute reduction of

oth urban and rural economic activity,

lus accounting for a good deal, though
ot necessarily all, of the desolation de-

:ribed in our sources. Because of the

neven effects of the demographic decline

n the price structures of the urban and
jral sectors . . . the Mamluk ruling

classes and the state generally, for whom
agricultural revenues constituted the most
important single source of income, were
particularly hard hit. Higher urban prices

and relatively lower agricultural profits

impelled the government to squeeze the

rural areas for more revenues and to

intensify their taxation of, and expand
their intervention into, urban commerce.



Suggested Additional Readings

A student of the Black Death might well

begin with Philip Ziegler, The Black Death

(New York and London, 1969), a very useful

survey despite its author's modesty. Ziegler

devotes far more space to the plague in En-

gland than elsewhere, and is weakest in deal-

ing with the plague's agricultural and cultural

effects. His imaginative reconstruction of "The

Plague in a Medieval Village" (chap. 13)

would be an excellent point of departure for

the beginning student. The book contains one

of the two most useful bibliographies on the

plague, although it is marred by several errors

and peculiarities of citation that make its use

needlessly difficult.

Essential to any study of the plague is Elisa-

beth Carpentier, "Autour de la peste noire:

famines et epidemics dans I'histoire du XIV

siecle" Annates. Economies, Societes, Civilisa-

tions, XVII (1962), 1062-1092. This extended

bibliographic essay surveys most of the im-

portant recent literature and summarizes

scholarly debates on the subject. The use of

Ziegler and Carpentier will lead the student to

much of the important literature concerning

the Black Death.

It would be fatuous to offer here the bibliog-

raphies of Ziegler and Carpentier. Rather, I

will suggest some studies that have appeared

since they were published or that they omit,

and a few of the more interesting older works.

The general survey by George Deaux, The

Black Death, 1347 (London, 1969) is super-

ficial, chatty, and rambling. Its principal offer-

ing consists of snippets from chronicles, letters,

etc., related to the plague in European history;

but the lack of scholarly apparatus makes it

extremely difficult for a reader to find the
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printed editions of those sources. More con-

venient for one wishing to dip into translated

source materials is Johannes Nohl, The Black

Death. A Chronicle of the Plague, translated

by C. H. Clarke (London, 1926), of which an

abridged paperback version is available (Lon-

don: Unwin Books, 1961). A much briefer and

less pretentious survey, though confined to

the mid-foairteenth-century plague (and not

entirely satisfactory) is a good student paper

by Tony Godfrey-Sniith, "Plague and the

Decline of Medieval Europe: Correlation or

Coincidence?" in Australian National Uni-

versity Historical Journal, I (1964), 13-43. Far

more valuable is the wide-ranging article by

Edouard Perroy, "A I'origine d'une economic

contractee: les crises du XIV^ s\ec\e,'' Annales.

Economies, Societes, Civilisations, IV (1949),

167-182, which holds that crises of 1315-1320

in agriculture, 1335-1345 in finance and

money, and 1348-1350 in demography had a

"paralyzing action on the economy" and kept

it contracted for a century.

For an introduction to the medical aspects

of the plague, see Leonard Fabian Hirst, The

Conquest of Plague. A Study of the Evolution

of Epidemiology (London, 1953) and R. Pol-

litzer, Plague (Geneva, 1954).

Michael M. Postan has produced and stim

ulated much valuable scholarship. In "Some

Evidence of Declining Population in the Later

Middle Ages," Economic History Review,

ser. II, vol. II (1950), 221-246, he sets forth ir

greater detail the views so briefly summarized

in his article in this book, and relates them to

the claims of earlier scholarship. See also his

"The Fifteenth Century," Economic History

Review, IX (1939), 160-167. His position was
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challenged directly by W.C.Robinson, "Money,
Population and Economic Change in Late

Medieval Europe," Economic History Review,

ser. II, vol. XII (1959), 63-76; to which Postan

replied on pp. 77-82 of the same issue. Well

wonh. reading is Barbara F. Harvey, "The
Population Trend in England between 1300

and 1348," Transactions of the Royal His-

torical Society, ser. V, vol. XVI (1966), 23-42.

She contends that "As from the movement
of rents, so from the topography of settlement,

we might conclude that the population trend

A^as fairly stable in the first half of the four-

leenth century. . . . Perhaps ... we do not

need to add this half-centur}' to the periods of

listory when the death-rate and not the birth-

:"ate has exercised the more profound influ-

ence on the population trend."

The question of preplague population calls

:o mind the stimulating studies of Josiah Cox
Russell. One might proceed from his British

Medieval Population (Albuquerque, N.M.,

L948) to Late Ancient and Medieval Popula-

'ion, Transactions of the American Philo-

jophical Society, n.s., vol. XLVIII, pt. 3

Philadelphia, 1958); and then to such articles

IS "Late Mediaeval Population Patterns,"

Speculum, XX (1945), 157-171; "Demographic
Pattern in Histors^" Population Studies, I

1947-1948), 388-404; "A Quantitative Ap-

Droach to Medieval Population Change,"

To^urnal of Economic History, XXIV (1964),

L-21; "Recent Advances in Mediaeval Demog-

raphy," Speculum, XL (1965), 84-101; or the

nore specialized "The Medieval Monedatge

)f Aragon and Valencia," Proceedings oflhe

American Philosophical Society, CVI (1962),

183-504. Comparative Studies in Society and

History, VIII (1966) contains Russell's valu-

ible "Effects of Pestilence and Plague, 1315-

L385," pp. 464-473, and a comment upon it by

Sylvia Thrupp, pp. 474-479.

Before considering the Black Death in rela-

ion to specific regions we might note another

>mall part of the growing literature concerning

:he economic trends of the late Middle Ages

md the Renaissance and the role of the plague.

Here a key figure is Robert S. Lopez. See espe-

:ially Robert S. Lopez and Harry A. Miskimin,

'The Economic Depression of the Renais-

sance," £conomic History Review, ser. II, vol.

XIV (1962), 408-426; and the debate among
Lopez, Miskimin, and Carlo M. Cipolla,

"Economic Depression of the Renaissance?"

Economic History Review, ser, II, vol. XVI
(1964), 519-529, in which Cipolla challenges

the position of Lopez and Miskimin. (These

articles might be read in conjunction with the

selection in this book from Kosminskii.)

A large literature deals with the plague in

various lands and nations. For England, one

should now consult J. F. D. Shrewsbury, A
History of the Bubonic Plague in the British

Isles (London, 1970). This book by an emeritus

professor of bacteriology at the University of

Birmingham treats the period from the Middle

Ages through the seventeenth centur\' and has

a useful bibliography. Still to be read is John

Saltmarsh, "Plague and Economic Decline in

England in the Later Middle Ages," Cam-
bridge Historical Journal, VII (1941), 23-41;

and the counter by J. M. W. Bean, "Plague,

Population and Economic Decline in England

in the Later Middle Ages," Economic History

Review, ser. II, vol. XV (1963), 423-437, which

contends that endemic plague did not lead to

continuous population decline in the four-

teenth and fifteenth centuries. See also Johan

Schreiner, "Wages and Prices in England in

the Later Middle Ages," Scandinavian Eco-

nomic History Review, II (1954), 61-73. For

those concerned with Scandinavia who do not

read the languages of that region, it is fortu-

nate that Schreiner's Pest og prisfall in senmid-

delalderen (Oslo, 1948) contains an English

summary (pp. 120-123).

The notes in the articles by Delatouche,

Henneman, and Perroy will lead one to a con-

siderable literature on the plague in France.

See especially Yves Renouard, "Consequences

et interet demographiques de la peste noire

de 1348," Population, III (1948), 459-466, and

Philippe Wolff, "Trois etudes de demographie

medievale en France meridionale," Studi in

onore di Armando Sapori, I (Milan, 1957),

493-503, which summarizes the work of three

of Wolff's students. Wolff concludes that con-

temporaries had a right to be horrified, as

perhaps as much as half of the population died

in the mid-fourteenth-century epidemic; but
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that we must "not exaggerate the social conse-

quences of the disaster. It does not seem to

have overturned the social system." See also

Richard W. Emery, "The Black Death of 1348

in Peripignan," Speculum, XLII (1967), 611-

623. Those who do not read French might

still derive some profit from Helen Robbins,

"A Comparison of the Effects of the Black

Death on the Economic Organization of France

and England," Journal of Political Economy,

XXXVI (1928), 447-479.

Essential to a consideration of the plague in

Germany are Wilhelm Abel, Die Wiistungen

des ausgehenden Mittelalters, 2d ed. (Stutt-

gart, 1955); Friederick Liitge, "Das 14. /15.

Jahrhundert in der Sozial- und Wirtschafts-

geschichte, Jahrbiicher fiir Nationaloknomie

und Statistik, CLXII (1950), 161-213; and

Ernst Kelter, "Das deutsche Wirtschaftsleben

des 14. und 15. Jahrhunderts im Schatten der

Pestepidemien," in the same periodical, CLXV
(1953), 161-208. Kelter sees crises in Germany

much like those discussed by Liitge; but while

Liitge places a great part of the blame on the

plague of 1348, Kelter would stress the role of

recurrent outbreaks of the epidemic coupled

with fear of famine.

There is no comprehensive study of the

plague for Spain or Italy analogous, for exam-

ple, to that of Shrewsbury for the British

Isles; hence some quite old studies still have

certain value. See, for example, Alfonso Cor-

radi, Annali delle epidemie occorse in Italia

dalle prime memorie fino al 1850, 8 vols. (Bo-

logna, 1865-1894); Maxim Kovalevsky, Die

okonomische Entwicklung Europas bis zum
Beginn der kapitalistischen Wirtschafts-

formen, V (Berlin, 1911), especially chaps.

6, 7 (re: Italy &: Spain), pp. 277-321, 321-362.

For Spain, see particularly the studies of A.

Lopez de Meneses, such as, "Documentos

acerca de la peste negra en los dominios de la

corona de Aragon," Estudios de Edad media

de la Corona de Aragon. Seccion de Zaragoza

de la Escuela de estudios medievales del Con-

sejo superior de investigaciones cientificas,

VI (Saragossa, 1956), 291-447. For insights

into the impact of the Black Death upon Rus-

sian history, see Gustave Alef, "The Crisis of

the Muscovite Aristocracy: A Factor in the

Growth of Monarchical Power," Forschungen

zur osteurop'dischen Geschichte, XV (1970),

16-68.

Closely related topics should be considered

in connection with any broad study of the

Black Death. Particularly fascinating is J. C.

Russell, "That Earlier Plague," Demography,

V (1968), 174-184, which deals with the great

sixth-century epidemic. In it Russell suggests

that "The plague interrupted and probably

made impossible" the Emperor Justinian's

program "of reestablishing the whole Roman
Empire. . .

." For the controversial famines of

the early fourteenth century one might turn

first to Henry S. Lucas, "The Great European

Famine of 1315, 1316 and 1317," Speculum,

V (1930), 343-377. The extensive bibliography

(pp. 835-845) appended to Leopold Genicot's

most useful "Crisis: From the Middle Ages to

Modern Times," the concluding chapter (VIII,

pp. 660-741) in The Cambridge Economic

History of Europe, vol. I, 2d ed. (London,

1966), cites a wealth of literature on such themes

as "Demographic Trends and their Factors"

and "Prices and Wages" as well as some items

(pp. 840-841) that deal specifically with the

plague. Students would do well to read the

issue oi Annales. Economies, Societes, Civilisa-

tions, XXIV, no. 6 (November-December,

1969), devoted entirely to "Histoire Biologique

et Societe;" and, in fact, Annales. Economies,

Societes, Civilisations is the scholarly period-

ical most likely to keep one informed of the

newest developments and approaches in the

historiography of the Black Death.
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