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Black Death An outbreak of
bubonic plague that spread
across Asia, North Africa, and
Europe in the mid-fourteenth
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The Black Death reversed the population growth. This terrible plague originated in Inner
Asia and spread westward with the Mongol armies (see Chapter 12). In 1346, the Mongols
attacked the city of Kaffa (KAH-fah) on the Black Sea; ayear later, Genoese (JEN-oh-eez) traders
in Kaffa carried the disease to Italy and southern France. For two years, the Black Death spread
across Europe, in some places carrying off two-thirds of the population. Average Josses in west-
ern Europe amounted to one in three.

Victims developed boils the size of eggs in their groins and armpits, black blotches on their
skin, foul body odors, and severe pain. In most cases, death came within a few days. Town offi-
cials closed their gates to people from infected areas and burned the victims’ possessions. Such
measures helped to spare some communities but could not halt the advance of the disease (see
Map 13.1). Bubonic plague, the primary form of the Black Death, spreads from person to person
and through the bites of fleas infesting the fur of certain rats. Even if the medieval doctors had
understood the source of the disease, eliminating the rats that thrived on urban refuse would
have been difficult. '

The plague brought home to people how sudden and unexpected death could be. Some peo-
ple became more religious, giving money to the church or lashing themselves with iron-tipped
whips to atone for their sins. Others chose reckless enjoyment, spending their money on fancy
clothes, feasts, and drinking.

Periodic returns of plague made recovery from population losses slow and uneven, Burope’s
population in 1400 equaled that in 1200. Not until after 1500 did it rise above its preplague level.

Social Rebellion o B

In addition to its demographic and psychological effects, the Black Death thig'géféd social
changes in western Europe. Workers who survived demanded hjgher“ijaﬂ[ for their services.
When authorities tried to freeze wages at the old levels, peasants rose up against wealthy nobles
and churchmen, During a widespread revoltin France in 1358, known as the Jacquerie, peasants
looted castles and killed dozens of persons. In alarge revolt in England in 1381 led by Wat Tyler,
an estimated 50,000 peasants and craftsmen invaded London, calling for an end to serfdom and
obligations to landowners and murdering the archbishop of Canterbury and other officials.
Authorities put down these rebellions with great bloodshed and cruelty, but they could not stave
off the higher wages and other social changes the rebels demanded.




- East, the crusaghng army became

After further conquest of Palestinian lands, the cru-
saders ignored the wishes of the Byzantine emperor and
organized four Latin crusader states, Because the crusader
kingdoms were surrounded by Muslims ‘hostile to them,
they grew increasingly dependent on the I;gahan commer-
cial cities for supplies from Europe. Some Italian cities,

such as Genoa, Pisa, and above all Venice, ! grew rich and
powerful in the process. 4

But it was not easy for the crusader; krngdoms to
maintain themselves. Already by the 1120s, the Muslims
had begun to strike back. The fall of one of the Latin king-
doms in 1144 led to renewed calls for anot}iger Crusade, es-
pecially from the monastic firebrand Sfint Bernard of
Clairvaux. He exclaimed, “Now, on account of our sins, the
enemies of the cross have begun to show their faces. .
What are you doing, you servants of gfle cross? Will you
throw to the dogs that which is rnost/holy? Will you cast
pearls before swine?”® Bernard even managed to enlist
two powerful rulers, but their Second Crusade proved to
be a total failure.

The Third Crusade was a reactlon to the fall of the
Holy City of Jerusalem in 1187 to the Muslim forces under
Saladin. Now all of Chrlstendom was ablaze with calls for
anew Crusade. Three major monarchs agreed to lead their
forces in person: Emperor Fredérlck Barbarossa of Germ-
any (1152-1190), Richard I the Lionhearted of England
(1189-1199), and Philip II/ Augustus, king of France
(1180~-1223). Some of the cr;usaders finally arrived in the
East by 1189 only to encounter problems Frederick
Barbarossa drowned while swimming in a local river, and
his army quickly drsmtegrezted The English and French ar-
rived by sea and met wrth;success against the coastal cities,
where they had the support of their fleets, but when they
moved inland, they fagled miserably. Eventually, after
Philip went home, Richard the Lionhearted negotiated a
settlement whereby Saladin agreed to allow Christian pil-
grims free access to ]ei{usalem

CHRONOLOGY The Crusades

Urban’s call for a Crusade at Clermont 1095

First Crusade 1096-1099
Second Crusade 1147-1149
Saladin’s conquest of Jerusalem 1187
Third Crusade 1189-1192
Fourth Crusade—sack of Constantinople 1204
‘.Latin Empire of Constantinople 1204-1261

taken to reconquer the Holy Land. All of them-were
largely disasters, and by the end of the thirteenth century,
the European mlhtary effort to capture Palestine was rec-
"""" mplete failure.

e

The Crises of the Late Middle Ages

At the beginning of the fourteenth century, changes in
weather patterns in Burope ushered in what
has been called a “little ice age.” Shortened growing sea-
sons and disastrous weather conditions, including heavy
storms and constant rain, led to widespread famine and
hunger. Soon an even greater catastrophe struck.

The Black Death

The Black Death of the mid-fourteenth century was the
most devastating natural disaster in European history,
ravaging Europe’s population and causing economic, so-
cial, political, and cultural upheaval. Contemporary
chroniclers lamented how parents abandoned their chil-
dren; one related the words: “Oh father, why have you
abandoned me? . . . Mother, where have you gone?”
Bubonic plague was the most

The Latex Crusaées

After the death of/ Saladln in 1193,
Pope Innocent I initiated the
Fourth Crusade./On its way to the

involved in a dispute over the suc-
cession to th¢ Byzantine throne.
The Venetian j{eaders of the Fourth
Crusade saw an opportunity to neu-
tralize theiy greatest commercial
competitor,’ the Byzantine Empire.
Diverted fo Constantinople, the
crusadersj sacked the great capital
city of Byzantium in 1204 and set
up the/ new Latin Empire of

‘VBZd'Ck Sea

common and most important form
of plague in the diffusion of the
Black Death and was spread by
black rats infested with fleas who
were host to the deadly bacterium
Yersinia pestis. This great plague
originated in Asia. After disappear-
ing from Europe and the Middle
East in the Middle Ages, bubonic
plague continued to haunt areas of
southwestern China. Rats accompa-
nying Mongol troops spread the
plague into central and northwest-
ern China and into Central Asia in
the mid-thirteenth century. From

Constantrnople Not until 1261 did
a BYZantme army recapture

Crusader kingdoms

there, trading caravans brought the
plague to Caffa, on the Black Sea, in

Constantinople. In the meantime, = : =
additional Crusades were under-

Crusader Kingdoms in Palestine

1346 (see the comparative essay
“The Role of Disease” on p. 346).
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j ‘When Hernén Cortés and his fellow conquis-
tadors arrived in Mesoamerica in 1519, the .
local inhabitants were frightened of the
horses and the firearms that accompanied

o the Spaniards. What they did not know was that the most

dangerous enemies brought by these strange new arrivals

o . were invisible—the'disease-bearing Imcrobes that would
i " soon Kill them by the millions.

- Diseases have been the scourge of animal species since

) ithe dawn of prehlstory, makmg the lives of human beings, in
o the words of the English philosopher Thomas Hobbes, "nasty,
 brutish, and short! With the increasirig sophistication of

forenslc evidence, archaeologists today are able to deter-
mine from recently discovered human remains that our
immediate ancestors were plaqued by such familiar ail-
ments as anemia, arthritis, tuberculosis, and malaria.

With the explosive growth of the human population
brought about by the agricultural revolution, the problems

' posed by the presence of disease intensified. As people be-

gan to congregate in villages and cities, bacteria settled in
their piles of refuse and were carried by lice in their cloth-
ing. The domestication of animals made humans more vul-
netable to diseases carried by their livestock. As population
density increased, the danger of widespread epidemics in-
creased with it.

COMPARATIVE E§SAY‘
THE ROLE OF DISEASE

diseases, which became chronic rather than fatal to their :
* victims, as occurred with malaria in parts of Africa, for ex-

' ously been exposed to it, the consequences were often fat

As time went on, succeeding generations graduaﬁy dei
veloped a partial ot complete immunity to many of these' -

ample, and chickenpox in the Americas. But when a disease -
was.introduced to a particular society that had not previ- -

The most dramatic example was the famous Black Death
the plague that ravaged Europe and China durlng the fo
teenth century, killing up to one-half of the mhab1tants in
the affected regions. Smallpox had ,the same 1mpact in the
Americas after the arrival of Christopher Columbus, and |
malaria was fatal to many Europeans on the1r arrival in -
West Africa. : '
How were these dlseases transmitted? In most 1r1— '
stances, they followed the trade routes. Such was the case:
with the Black Death, Wh.lCh was mmally carried by fleas .,
living in the saddlebags of Mongol warriors as they ad—
vanced toward Europe in the thirteerith and fourteenth’
centuries and thereafter by rats in the’ lolds of cargo ships
Smallpox and other diseases were brought to the Americas
by the conquistadors. Epidemics, ther, are a price that hu-
mauns pay for having developed the network of rapid com-
munications that has accompanied the evolution of humari
society.

The plague reached Europe in October 1347 when
Genoese merchants brought it from Caffa to the island
of Sicily off the coast of Italy. It quickly spread to south-
ern Italy, and to southern France by the end of the year
(see Map 12.5). Diffusion of the Black Death followed
commercial trade routes, In 1348, it spread through
Spain, France, and the Low Countries and into
Germany. By the end of that year, it had moved to
England, ravaging it in 1349. By the end of 1349, the
plague had reached northern Europe and Scandinavia.
Eastern Europe and Russia were affected by 1351.

Mortality figures for the Black Death were incredibly
high. Especially hard hit were Italy’s crowded cities, where
50 to 60 percent of the people died. One citizen of Florence
wrote, “A great many breathed their last in the public
streets, day and night; a large number perished in their
homes, and it was only by the stench of their decaying bod-
ies that they proclaimed their deaths to their neighbors.
Everywhere the city was teeming with corpses”’ In
England and Germany, entire villages simply disappeared.
It has been estimated that out of a total European popula-
tion of 75 million, as many as 38 million people may have
died of the plague between 1347 and 1351.

The attempt of contemporaries to explain the Black
Death and mitigate its harshness led to extreme sorts of
behavior. To many, either the plague had been sent by
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God as a punishment for humans’ sins, or it had been
caused by the devil. Some, known as the flagellants, re-
sorted to extreme measures to gain God’s forgiveness.
Groups of flagellants, both men and women, wandered
from town to town, flogging each other with whips to beg
the forgiveness of a God who, they felt, had sent the
plague to punish humans for their sinful ways. One con-
temporary chronicler described their activities:

The penitents went about, coming first out of Germany.
They were men who did public penance and scourged them-
selves with whips of hard knotted leather with little iron
spikes. Some made themselves bleed very badly between the
shoulder blades and some foolish women had cloths ready
to catch the blood and smear it on their eyes, saying it was
miraculous blood. While they were doing penance, they sang
very mournful songs about the nativity and the passion of
Our Lord. The object of this penance was to put a stop to
the mortality, for in that time ... at least a third of all the
people in the world died."

The flagellants created mass hysteria wherever they went,
and authorities worked overtime to crush the movement.

An outbreak of virulent anti-Semitism also accompa-
nied the Black Death. Jews were accused of causing the
plague by poisoning town wells. The worst pogroms (mas-
sacres) against this minority were carried out in Germany,
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MAP 12.5 Spread of the Black Death. The plague entered Europe in Sicily in 1347 and within

three years had killed between one-quarter and one-half of the population. Outbreaks continued into
the early eighteenth century, and it took Europe two hundred years to return to the population level it
had before the Black Death, [ Is there a general pattern between distance from Sicily and the elapsed

time before a region was infected with the plague? €% View an animated version of this map or related

maps at http://history.wadsworth.com/duikerspielvogel05/

where more than sixty major Jewish communities had
been exterminated by 1351 (see the box on p. 348). Many
Jews fled eastward to Russia and especially to Poland, where
the king offered them protection. Eastern Europe became
home to large Jewish communities.

Economic Dislocation and Social Upheaval

The death of so many people in the fourteenth century
also had severe economic consequences. Trade declined,
and some industries suffered greatly. Florence’s woolens
industry, one of the giants, had produced 70,000 to
80,000 pieces of cloth in 1338; in 1378, it was yielding
only 24,000 pieces.

Both peasants and noble landlords were also affected.
A shortage of workers caused a dramatic rise in the price
of labor, while the decline in the number of people low-

ered the demand for food, resulting in falling prices.
Landlords were now paying more for labor at the same
time that their rental income was declining. Con-
currently, the decline in the number of peasants after the

Black Death made it easier for some to convert their labor

services to rent, thus freeing them from serfdom. But
there were limits to how much the peasants could ad-
vance, They faced the same economic hurdles as the lords,
who also attempted to impose wage restrictions and rein-
state old forms of labor service. New governmental taxes
also hurt. Peasant complaints became widespread and
soon gave rise to rural revolts.

Although the peasant revolts sometimes resulted in
short-term gains for the participants, the uprisings were
relatively easily crushed and their gains quickly lost.
Accustomed to ruling, the established classes easily com-
bined and stifled dissent. Nevertheless, the revolts of the
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