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= The Black Death €

he Black Death was the most terrifying natural calamity

of the entive Middle Ages. It has been estimated that 25
0 50 percent af the population died as the plague spread
throughout Evaope bewween 1347 and 1351. This contem-
porary description of the great plague is taken from the pref-
ace to The Decameron by the fourteenth-century Italian
writer Giovanni Boccaccio.

Giovanni Boccaccio, The Decameron

In the year of Our Lord 1348 the deadly plague broke
out in the great city of Florence, most beautiful of
Iralian cities. Whether through the operation of the
heavenly badies or because of our own iniquities which
the just wrath of God sought to correct, the plague had
arisen in the East some years before, causing the death
of countless human beings. It spread without stop from
one place to another, until, unfortunately, it swept over
the West. Neither knowledge nor human foresight
availed against it, though the city was cleansed of much
filth by chosen officers in charge and sick persons were
forbidden to enter it, while advice was broadcast for the
preservation of health. Nor did humble supplications
serve. Not once but many times they were ordained in
the form of processions and other ways for the propitia-
tion of God by the faithful, but, in spite of everything,
toward the spring of the year the plague began to show
1ts ravages. . . .

It did not manifest itself as in the East, where if a man
bled at the nose he had certain warning of inevitable
death. At the onset of the disease both men and women
were afflicted by a sort of swelling in the groin or under
the armpits which sometimes attained the size of a com-
mon apple or egg. Some of these swellings were larger
and some smaller, and were commonly called boils. From
these two starting points the boils began in a little while
to spread and appear generally all over the body.
Afrerwards, the manifestation of the disease changed
into black or livid spots on the arms, thighs, and the
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whole person. In many these blotches were large 1,
apart, in others small and closely clustereq gL.ind‘ a
boils, which had been and continued to be 5 ;1&1; ¢ ' b2
dication of coming death, these blotches hag tham in
meaning for everyone on whom they appeareg. € Sime

Neither the advice of physicians nor the Viry
any medicine seemed to help or avail in the .Culrle of
these diseases. Indeed, . . . not only did few recovereb(f)f' 4
on the contrary almost everyone died withip three’d ut
of the appearance of the signs—some S00ner, 802’3
later. . . . The virulence of the plague was all the great:
in that it was communicated by the sick to the we] br &
contact, not unlike fire when dry or fatty things arZ
brought near it. Bur the evil was still worse, Not only
did conversation and familiarity with the diseased
spread the malady and even cause death, but the mege -
touch of the clothes or any other object the sick had
touched or used, seemed to spread the pestilence. . ..

More wretched still were the circumstances of the

common people and, for a great part, of the middle class,
for, confined to their homes either by hope of safety or -
by poverty, and restricted to their own sections, theyfell
sick daily by thousands. There, devoid of help ot care, -
they died almost without redemption. 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 bodies that they pro-
claimed their death to their neighbors. Everywhere the
city was teeming with corpses. . . .

So many bodies were brought to the churches every
day that the consecrated ground did not suffice to hold
them, particularly according to the ancient custom of
giving each corpse its individual place. Huge trenches _
were dug in the crowded churchyards and the new de
were piled in them, layer upon layer, like memhmdﬁé
in the hold of a ship. A little earth covered the CO"PW‘

of each row, and the procedure continued unt! f&:'
trench was filled to the top.
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