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The fourteenth century (1300’s) in Western Europe was a time of troubles; changes in weather patterns, famine, and social crises overwhelmed the population of Europe. Combined, these troubles would weaken the already shaky stability of Western Europe. But it wasn’t until the outbreak of the plague that these troubles would spell disaster for most of Europe. 
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Known as the Black Death, the plague that reached Europe in the mid-fourteenth century was the first major epidemic disease to hit Europe since the late seventh century. The most common form of plague, bubonic, was spread by rats infested with fleas that carried the deadly bacteria Yersinia pestis. Despite being the least toxic form of plague, bubonic plague killed 50 to 60 percent of its victims. Deadlier forms, like pneumonic and septicemic, killed upwards of 90 percent to 100 percent, respectively. Symptoms, including high fever, achy joints, and swollen lymph nodes, were easy ways of identifying who had been exposed and who was at risk. The most tell-tale sign, however, were dark, bulbous blotches caused by bleeding and swelling beneath the skin. Not only were the outward signs of the plague frightening for the people of Europe, but because the manner of transmission and possible cures were essentially unknown, the plague became all the more horrifying. 
Prior to the outbreak of the plague, Europe had undergone major climactic changes which not only affected the locations in which the populations of Europe could live, but also impacted the food supply. As the food supply decreased, hunger turned to famine and many were forced out of the fields and into the cities. High rates of poverty and hunger defined the cities of Europe. For instance, in Florence, a city of roughly 100,000 people, an estimated 17,000 were indigent, or people who cannot care for themselves. Such high rates of famine led to increased infant mortality, lower birthrates overall, and a high susceptibility to disease; widespread malnutrition caused massive population concerns as immune systems were weakened and people were less able to resist infection. The emergence of the plague only exacerbated existing social, political, and economic crises. 
[image: image2.jpg]


Plague Doctor
The plague that struck Europe in the 1300s originated in Asia. The Plague, brought on rats by Mongol troops, devastated areas in China and central Asia. Trading caravans then carried the plague to Caffa, a port city on the Black Sea in modern day Ukraine. From there, the plague continued along trade routes and reached Europe in 1347. By 1349, the plague spread through France, Germany, the Low Countries, England, and Scandinavia before finally reaching Eastern Europe and Russia. Towns and cities were the hardest hit, particularly in Italy, but England and France also saw high mortality rates. Some German villages completely disappeared. Within four years, historians estimate Europe’s population decreased from 25 to 50 percent. 
[image: image3.jpg]


The young and the elderly had some of the highest rates of death due to the plague. Clergy members were also among the most affected portions of the population and died at incredible rates. Because they were asked to come to the homes of those affected in hopes of curing them, their rate of exposure was extremely high, which subsequently meant so was their rate of death. This was an extremely confusing occurrence to the people of Europe and led to some extreme behaviors. The plague had a tremendous psychological impact on society as well. Knowing that they could be dead at any moment changed how people lived. They engaged in sexual orgies and drank alcohol with reckless abandon. Giovanni Boccaccio’s famous Decameron illustrated plague-infected Europe:

People held that plenty of drinking and enjoyment, singing and free living and the gratification of the appetite in every possible way, letting the devil take the hindmost, was the best preventative…; and as far as they could, they suited the action to the word. Day and night they went from one tavern to another drinking and carousing unrestrainedly. At the least inkling of something that suited them, they ran wild in other people’s houses, and there was no one to prevent them, for everyone had abandoned all responsibility for his belongings as well as for himself, considering his days numbered.
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Extreme behavior became commonplace throughout Europe as a way to explain the reasons for the Black Death. Many believed that the plague was a punishment from God who was upset by human sin; others believed it was the work of the devil and the only way to eliminate the plague was to prove their undying devotion to God and to work to gain God’s forgiveness. One group dedicated to extreme measures was the Flagellants. Popular in Germany, the Flagellants were best known for travelling from town to town while whipping themselves to win God’s forgiveness. Their fanatical ways gained the attention of townspeople and the Catholic Church. However, when they turned their attention to the Jews and began preaching the murder of Jews, the Church stepped in and condemned the Flagellants and their movement. Anti-Semitic sentiment did not end there, however, and many believed that Jews were the cause of the plague. Germany and Spain experienced the largest organized massacres of Jewish communities, causing many Jews to flee eastward to Poland and Russia where they were promised protection. 
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Flagellants

Some historians have said that the age of modern history began with the arrival of the Black Death. This notion is based on the fact that the plague had severe consequences for all aspects of European life; the plague completely disrupted the social, political, and economic, characteristics that defined Europe. Because of the plague, the people were forced to create a new society. From a purely economic standpoint, the decrease in population meant that those who survived could demand higher wages for the work they completed. This economic disruption led to changes in the social and political structure as landlords began to lose power and influence while those who had for centuries been below them were now in a position to seek a higher social status. In order to stem some of the dislocation created by the plague, many areas implemented new laws and regulations surrounding wages as well as hiring men to enforce such regulations. The success of these plans is debatable, but pre-plague wages and prices were reestablished in the 1360s. As a result, peasant revolts erupted throughout Europe challenging the feudal system and the protection it was designed to provide. While it is unknown whether the plague led directly to the peasant revolts, they certainly contributed. Similar uprisings would have probably arisen at some point, but the desperate situations created by the plague allowed for tensions between the classes to erupt. 
The plague not only devastated already troubled populations in Europe but was successful in disrupting the social, political, and economic structures and systems that had dominated for centuries. Its psychological effects were just as damaging as its economic consequences. Because of its destructive nature, the Black Death is generally considered to be one of the most cataclysmic events in European history. Minor outbreaks of plague continued to disrupt Europe for almost 200 more years and it was not until 1500 that population growth rates reached their thirteenth-century levels.
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