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the incomprehensible pattern of the disease’s progress that superstition, hyste-
ria, and breakdown of civility were common.

Jean de Venette
THE BLACK DEATH

‘The progress of the plague as it made its way through Europe and speculation on
its causes, the terrible toll of victims, and various moral responses to the crisis
are described in the following reading from the chronicle of Jean de Venette, a
fourteenth-century French friar who lived through the events described.

In A.D. 1348, the people of France and of al-
most the whole world wete struck by a blow
other than war. For in addition to the famine
which I described in the beginning and to the
wars which I described in the course of this
narrative, pestilence and its attendant tribula-
tions appeared again in various parts of the
world. . . . All this year and the next, the mor-
tality of men and women, of the young even
more than of the old, in Paris and in the king-
dom 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 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 car-
ried 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 epi-
demic by the doctors. Nothing 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 plague and disease came from yma-
ginatione 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, leaving the exercise of
their ministry to such of the religious as were
more daring. In many places not two out of
twenty remained alive. So high was the mot-
tality at the Hotel-Dieu {an eartly hospital} 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
bonor, a number too often renewed by death,
rest in peace with Christ, as we may piously
believe.

This plague, it is said, began among the un-
believers {Muslims}, came to Italy, and then
crossing the Alps reached Avignon [site of the
papacy in that period], where it attacked sev-
eral cardinals and took from them their whole
household. Then it spread, unforeseen, to
France, through Gascony [now part of the
south of France} and Spain, little by little, from
town to town, from village to village, from
house to house, and finally from petson to per-
son. It even crossed over to Germany, 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 sud-
denly men died, almost all awaited death joy-
fully. Nor was there anyone who died without
confessing his sins and receiving the holy vi-
aticum [the Bucharistic bread given to the sick
or dyingl. . .. _

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 re-
sult of this theory of infected water and air as
the source of the plague the Jews were sud-
denly and violently chatged with infecting
wells and water and corrupting the air. The
whole world rose up against them cruelly on




s-account In Germany and other parts of the
tld where Jews lived, they were massacred
‘slaughtered by Christians, and many thou-
wds:: were burned everywhere, indiscrimi-
ately. The unshaken, if fatuous, constancy of

e [Jewish]l men and their wives was remark-
able: For mothers hurled their children first

to-the fire that they might not be baptized
and then leaped in after them to burn with

eir 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 not have infected so many peo-
ple. There were other causes; for example, the
- will of God and the corrupt humors and evil
- inherent in air and earth. Perhaps the poison-
“ings, if they actually took place in some locali-
ties, reenforced these causes. The plague lasted
in France for the greater part of the years 1348
“and 1349 and then ceased. Many country vil-
lages and many houses in good towns remained
empty and deserted. Many houses, including
some splendid dwellings, very soon fell into ru-
ins. Even in Paris several houses were thus ru-
ined, though fewer here than elsewhere.

After the cessation of the epidemic, pesti-
lence, or plague, the men and women who sur-
vived married each other. There was no sterility
among the women, but on the contrary fertility
beyond the ordinary. Pregnant women were
seen on every side.... But woe is me! the
world was not changed for the better but for
the worse by this renewal of population. For
men were mote avaricious and grasping than
before, even though they had far greater posses-
sions. They were more covetous and disturbed
each other more frequently with suits, brawls,
disputes, and pleas. Nor by the mortality re-
sulting from this terrible plague inflicted by
God was peace between kings and lords es-
tablished. 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 aid on land. Greater evils than before
[swarmed]} everywhere in the world. And this

.fact was very remarkable. Although there was
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an abundance of all goods, yet everything was
twice as dear, whether it were utensils, victuals,
ot metchandise, hired_helpers or peasants and
serfs, except for some hereditary domains
which remained . aburnidantly 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 chil-
dren in the rudiments of grammar.

Jean de Venette vividly describes:one of
the more bizarre reactions to the terrible
plague, the sudden appearance of the Flag-
ellants. Marching like pilgrims across the -
countryside, the Flagellants were a.group
of laymen and Iaywomen who - sought
divine pardon for their sins by preaching re-
pentance to others and scourging them-
selves in a quasi-liturgical ceremony. in.
local churches or marketplaces. The move-
ment foreshadowed events in which-moral,
social, and economic discontent.would: in-
creasingly manifest itself in the form.of re-

ligiously justified popular uprisings against
civil and clerical authorities. ‘

In the year 1349, while the plague was still
active and spreading from town to town, men
in Germany, Flanders Hainaut [east of Flan-
ders}, and Lorraine uprose and began a new
sect on their own authority. Stripped to the

-waist, they gathered in large groups and

bands and marched in procession through the
crosstoads and squares of cities and good
towns. There they formed circles and beat
upon their backs with welghted scoutges, re-
joicing as they did so in loud voices and
singing hymns suitable to their rite and
newly composed for it. Thus for thlrty three
days they marched through many towns do-
ing their penance and affording a great spec-
tacle to the wondering people. They flogged
their shoulders and arms with scourges
tipped with iron point$ so zealously as to
draw blood. But they did not come to Paris
nor to any part of France, for they were for-
bidden to do so by the king of France, who
did not want them. He acted on the advice of
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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 sal-
vation of all their souls. That indeed this was
and is true appeared shortly. For Pope
Clement VI was fully informed concerning
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 [ex-
communication] to practise in the future the
public penance which they had so presumptu-
ously undertaken. His prohibition was just,
for the Flagellants, supported by certain fatu-
ous priests and monks, were enunciating doc-

REVIEW QUESTIONS

trines and opinions which were beyond mea-
sute evil, erroneous, and fallacious. For exam-
ple, 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 Catholic
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
honorable women and devout matrons, it
/ must be added, had done this penance with
scoutges, marching and singing through
towns and churches like the men, but after a
little like the others they desisted.

1. In the absence of any scientific knowledge about the nature and causes of the
bubonic plague, how did the populace react to the mysterious spread of the

disease?

2. In the chronicler’s opinion, what were some of the long-term moral, social, and

economic consequences of the plague?

3. Why did church authorities take steps to suppress the Flagellant movement?

12 Lower-Class Rebellions

At times the

content of European lower classes in town and countryside
Mgns against the ruling authorities. One reason for the dis-
content of urban laboXggs and artisans was their exclys

i6n from town affairs by

the wealthy merchants dxd bankers who congdfled municipal government. ‘”

Ngeavy obligagiefis to lords who exploited their la-

bor and dominated their persx

iys€” Over the centuries, peasants gained

greater personal liberty by purchg u; the lords’ rights over them, by escaping

to towns, or by moving to newy

fods b
At times, peasants resortegd '

y 1, a rebellion of peasants and poor artisans in ngland threatened the
political power of the ruling class. The rebellion, which was crushed and
whose leaders were betrayed and executed, revealed the massive discontent of

ghere ties to lords were less burdensome.
 order to gain concessions from lords.




