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Blessed Anastasia, which s normally performed at dawn on Christmas
day, and they should humbly beg for mercy, so that they might be de-
livered from the disease through the merits of the holy mass. Other
people sought deliverance through the mediation of a blessed martyr;
and others humbly turned tb othef saints, so that they might escape the
abomination of disease. For among the aforesaid martyrs, some, as sto-
ries relate, are said to have died from repeated blows, and it was there-
fore the general opinion that they would be able to protect people
against the arrows of death. Finally, in 1350, the most holy Pope
Clement ordained a general indulgence, to be valid for a year, which re-
mitted penance and guilt to all who were truly penitent and confessed.
And as a result a numberless multitude of people made the pilgrimage
to Rome, to visit with great reverence and devotion the basilicas of the
blessed apostles Peter and Paul and St John.

Oh, most dearly beloved, let us therefore not be like vipers, grow-
ing ever more wicked, but let us rather hold up our hands to heaven to
beg for mercy on us all, for who but God shall have mercy on us? With
this, I make an end. May the heavenly physician heal our wounds —
our spiritual rather than our bodily wounds. To whom be the blessing
and the praise and the glory for ever and ever, Amen.
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GIOVANNI BOCCACCIO
The Plague in Florence: From the Decameron

Giovanni Boccaccio® (1313-1375) was a poet in Florence, Ttaly, when
the plague struck in 1348. His Decameron' is a collection of a hun-
dred tales based on his experiences during the plague years, This selec-
tion is drawn from the Introduction, What does Boccaccio add to
your understanding of the Black Death?
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Thinking Historically

Compare Boccaccio’s treatment of divine and human causes of the
plague. Boccaccio not only muses on the causes of the plague; he also
sees the plague as the cause of new forms of behavior, What were the
behavioral effects of the plague according to Boceaccio?

I say, then, that the sum of thirteen hundred and forty-eight years had
elapsed since the fruitful Incarnation of the Son of God, when the noble
city of Florence, which for its great beauty excels all others in Italy, was
visited by the deadly pestilence. Some say that it descended upon the
human race through the influence of the heavenly bodies, others that it
was a punishment signifying God’s righteous anger at our iniquitous
way of life. But whatever its cause, it had originated some years earlier
in the East, where it had claimed countless lives before it unhappily
spread westward, growing in strength as it swept relentlessly on from
one place to the next.

In the face of its onrush, all the wisdom and ingenuity of man were
unavailing. Large quantities of refuse were cleared out of the city by offi-
cials specially appointed for the purpose, all sick persons were forbidden
entry, and numerous instructions were issued for safeguarding the people’s
health, but all to no avail, Nor were the countless petitions humbly di-
rected to God by the pious, whether by means of formal processions or
in any other guise, any less ineffectual. For in the early spring of the year
we have mentioned, the plague began, in a terrifying and extraordinary
manner, to make its disastrous effects apparent. It did not take the form
it had assumed in the East, where if anyone bled from the nose it was an
obvious portent of certain death. On the contrary, its earliest symptom,
in men and women alike, was the appearance of certain swellings in the
groin or the armpit, some of which were egg-shaped whilst others were
roughly the size of the common apple. Sometimes the swellings were
large, sometimes not so large, and they were referred to by the populace
as gavaccioli. From the two areas already mentioned, this deadly gavic-
ciolo would begin to spread, and within a short time it would appear at
random all over the body. Later on, the symptoms of the disease
changed, and many people began to find dark blotches and bruises on
their arms, thighs, and other parts of the body, sometimes large and few
in number, at other times tiny and closely spaced. These, to anyone un-
fortunate enough to contract them, were just as infallible a sign that he
would die as the gavocciolo had been earlier, and as indeed it still was.

Against these maladies, it seemed that all the advice of physicians
and all the power of medicine were profitless and unavailing. Perhaps
the nature of the illness was such that it allowed no remedy; or perhaps
those people who were treating the illness (whose numbers had in-
creased enormously because the ranks of the quali invaded hy
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people, both men and women, who had never received any training in
medicine), being ignorant of its causes, were not prescribing the appro-
priate cure. At all events, few of those who caught it ever recovered, and
in most cases death occurred within three days from the appearance of
the symptoms we have described, some people dying more rapidly than
others, the majority without anty fever or other complications.

But what made this pestilence even more severe was that whenever
those suffering from it mixed with people who were still unaffected, it
would rush upon these with the speed of a fire racing through dry or
oily substances that happened to be placed within its reach. Nor was
this the full extent of its evil, for not only did it infect healthy persons
who conversed or had any dealings with the sick, making them ill or
visiting an equally horrible death upon them, but it also seemed to
transfer the sickness to anyone touching the clothes or other objects
which had been handled or used by its victims. . . .

Some people were of the opinion that a sober and abstemious mode
of living considerably reduced the risk of infection. They therefore
formed themselves into groups and lived in isolation from everyone else.
Having withdrawn to a comfortable abode where there were no sick
persons, they locked themselves in and settled down to a peaceable exis-
tence, consuming modest quantities of delicate foods and precious wines
and avoiding all excesses. They refrained from speaking to outsiders, re-
fused to receive news of the dead or sick, and entertained themselves
with music and whatever other amusements they were able to devise.

Others took the opposite view, and maintained that an infallible
way of warding off this appalling evil was to drink heavily, enjoy life to
Fhe full, go round singing and merrymaking, gratify all of one’s crav-
ings whenever the opportunity offered, and shrug the whole thing off as
one enormous joke. Moreover, they practised what they preached to
the best of their ability, for they would visit one tavern after another,
drinking all day and night to immoderate excess; or alternatively (and
this was their more frequent custom), they would do their drinking in
various private houses, but only in the ones where the conversation was
restricted to subjects that were pleasant or enterraining, Such places
were easy to find, for people behaved as though their days were num-
bered, and treated their belongings and their own persons with equal
abandon. Hence most houses had become common property, and any
passing stranger could make himself at home as naturally as though he
were the rightful owner. But for all their riotous manner of living, these
people always took good care to avoid any contact with the sick.

In the face of so much affliction and misery, all respect for the laws
of God and man had virtually broken down and been extinguished in
our city. For like everybody else, those ministers and executors of the
laws who were not either dead or ill were left with so few subordinates
that they were unable to discharge any of their duties. Hence everyone
was free to behave as he pleased.




A4 The Black Deatlh "rommmms

There were many other people who steered a middle course between
the two already mentioned, neither restricting their diet to the same de-
gree as the first group, nor indulging so freely as the second in drinking
and other forms of wantonness, but simply doing no more than satisfy
their appetite. Instead of incarcerating themselves, these people moved
abour freely, holding in their hands a posy of flowers, or fragrant herbs,
or one of a wide range of spices, which they applied at frequent intervals
to their nostrils, thinking it an excellent idea to fortify the brain with
smells of that particular sort; for the stench of dead bodies, sickness, and
medicines seemed to fill and pollute the whole of the atmosphere.

Some people, pursuing what was possibly the safer alternative, cal-
lously maintained that there was no better or more efficacious remedy
against a plague than to run away from it. Swayed by this argument,
and sparing no thought for anyone but themselves, large numbers of
men and women abandoned their city, their homes, their relatives, their
estates, and their belongings, and headed for the countryside, either in
Florentine territory or, better still, abroad. It was as though they imag-
ined that the wrath of God would not unleash this plague against men
for their iniquities irrespective of where they happened to be, but would
only be aroused against those who found themselves within the city
walls; or possibly they assumed that the whole of the population would
be exterminated and that the city’s last hour had come.

Of the people who held these various opinions, not all of them
died. Nor, however, did they all survive. On the contrary, many of each
different persuasion fell ill here, there, and everywhere, and having
themselves, when they were fit and well, set an example to those who
were as yet unaffected, they languished away with virtually no one to
nurse them. It was not merely a question of one citizen avoiding an-
other, and of people almost invariably neglecting their neighbours and
rarely or never visiting their relatives, addressing them only from a dis-
tance; this scourge had implanted so great a terror in the hearts of men
and women that brothers abandoned brothers, uncles their nephews,
sisters their brothers, and in many cases wives deserted their husbands.
But even worse, and almosr incredible, was the fact that fathers and
mothers refused to nurse and assist their own children, as though they
did not belong to them.

Hence the countless numbers of people who fell ill, both male and
female, were entirely dependent upon either the charity of friends (who
were few and far between) or the greed of servants, who remained in
short supply despite the attraction of high wages out of all proportion
to the services they performed. Furthermore, these latter were men and
women of coarse intellect and the majority were unused to such duties,
and they did little more than hand things to the invalid when asked to
do so and watch over him when he was dying., And in performing this
kind of service, they frequently lost their lives as well as their earnings,
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As a result of this wholesale desertion of the sick by neighbours,
relatives, and friends, and in view of the scarcity of servants, there grew
up a practice almost never previously heard of, whereby when a
woman fell ill, no matter how gracious or beautiful or gently bred she
might be, she raised no objegtion tp being attended by a male servant,
whether he was young or not. Nor did she have any scruples about
showing him every part of her body as freely as she would have dis-
played it to a woman, provided that the nature of her infirmity required
her to do so; and this explains why those women who recovered were
possibly less chaste in the period that followed.

Moreover a great many people died who would perhaps have sur-
vived had they received some assistance. And hence, what with the lack
of appropriate means for tending the sick, and the virulence of the
plague, the number of deaths reported in the city whether by day or
night was so enormous that it astonished all who heard tell of it, to say
nothing of the people who actually witnessed the carnage. . . .

As for the common people and a large proportion of the bour-
geoisie, they presented a much more pathetic spectacle, for the majority
of them were constrained, either by their poverty or the hope of sur-
vival, to remain in their houses. Being confined to their own parts of
the city, they fell ill daily in their thousands, and since they had no one
to assist them or artend to their needs, they inevitably perished almost
without exception. Many dropped dead in the open streets, both by day
and by night, whilst a great many others, though dying in their own
houses, drew their neighbours’ attention to the fact more by the smell
of their rotting corpses than by any other means. And what with these,
and the others who were dying all over the city, bodies were here,
there, and everywhere. . . .

[T]here were no tears or candles or mourners to honour the dead;
in fact, no more respect was accorded to dead people than would
nowadays be shown towards dead goats. For it was quite apparent that
the one thing which, in normal times, no wise man had ever learned to
accept with patient resignation (even though it struck so seldom and
unobtrusively), had now been brought home to the feeble-minded as
well, but the scale of the calamity caused them to regard it with indif-
ference.

Such was the multitude of corpses {of which further consignments
were arriving every day and almost by the hour at each of the
churches), that there was not sufficient consecrated ground for them to
be buried in, especially if each was to have its own plot in accordance
with long-established custom. So when all the graves were full, huge
trenches were excavated in the churchyards, into which new arrivals
were placed in their hundreds, stowed tier upon tier like ships’ cargo,

each layer of corpses being covered over with a thin layer of soil till the
trench was filled o
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But rather than describe in elaborate detail the calamities we experi-
enced in the city at that time, I must mention that, whilst an ill wind was
blowing through Florence itself, the surrounding region was no less
badly affected. In the fortified towns, conditions were similar to those in
the city itself on a minor scale; but in the scattered hamlets and the
countryside proper, the poor unfortunate peasants and their families
had no physicians or servants whatever to assist them, and collapsed by
the wayside, in their fields, and in their cottages art all hours of the day
and night, dying more like animals than human beings. Like the towns-
people, they too grew apathetic in their ways, disregarded their affairs,
and neglected their possessions. Moreover, they all behaved as though
each day was to be their last, and far from making provision for the fu-
ture by tilling their lands, tending their flocks, and adding to their previ-
ous labours, they tried in every way they could think of to squander the
assets already in their possession. Thus it came abour thar oxen, asses,
sheep, goats, pigs, chickens, and even dogs (for all their deep fidelity to
man) were driven away and allowed to roam freely through the fields,
where the crops lay abandoned and had not even been reaped, let alone
gathered in. And after a whole day’s feasting, many of these animals, as
though possessing the power of reason, would return glutted in the
evening to their own gquarters without any shepherd to guide them.

But let us leave the countryside and return to the city. What more re-
mains to be said, except that the cruelty of heaven (and possibly, in some
measure, also that of man) was so immense and so devastating thar be-
tween March and July of the year in question, what with the fury of the
pestilence and the fact that so many of the sick were inadequately cared
for or abandoned in their hour of need because the healthy were too ter-
rified to approach them, it is reliably thought that over a hundred thou-
sand human lives were extinguished within the walls of the city of Flo-
rence? Yet before this lethal catastrophe fell upon the city, it is doubtful
whether anyone would have guessed it contained so many inhabitants.
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Images of the Black Death

Contemporary accounts testify to the plague's terrifyving physical, so-
cial, and psychological impact. Tmages from the period document the
ravages of the epidemic as well, sometimes in gruesome detail. The en-
graving in Figure 12.1, for example, shows a plague vietim covered in

the dark blotches characteristic of the disease, The ﬂ_.ﬂu back-
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Figure 12.1 Plague Victim with Maiden, 1348,

Janerce: The Bridgeman Art Library International.

ground appears to be going up in flames while lightning flares in the
sky above. What else do you think is going on in this image? Who is
the woman depicted and what is she doing? If this is a group flecing
with their belongings from the burning town, do you think the plague
victim is part of their entourage? What might be the significance of
the flag they carry?

Figures 12.2 and 12.3 show two well-documented phenomena of
the plague years: The first depicts a group of flagellants, members of a
movement who wandered from town to town beating themselves with
whips studded with iron nails in an effort to do penance for the sins
they believed had brought on the plague. Written accounts confirm
many elements in this picture: Flagellants usvally carried crosses or
banners with crosses on them, wore long pleated skirts, and went
around bare-chested, the b etter to make their scourging as painful as
possible. Figure 13, steates a similar impulse toward punishment
as a means of plague, but this time the violence is
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directed outward, against Jews, so often the scapegoats in troubled
% e ol -"'“"_ﬁfr“"ﬁ Sy ow falgl) times. Baseless accusations that Jews poisoned wells to spread the
e ol aviusk audee ceifen g b o plague resulted in many such attacks against them during the period.
The final image, Figure 12.4, is one of a transi tomb from 1390,
Transi tombs, which emgrged during and after the plague era, were a
major departure from standard funerary monuments that typically of-
fered an idealized depiction of the deceased. Instead these tombs
showed decaying or skeletal corpses covered with worms and other em-
blems of bodily corruption. Scholars differ over their meaning. How
might vou explain them?

T Thinking Historically

What can these images tell us about fourteenth-century people’s be-
liefs about the possible causes — medical or religious — of the plague?
Think about the social and religious changes wrought by the plague
; recounted in the de’ Mussis and Boccaccio readings. What evidence, if
Figure 12.2  Flagellants, from a Fifteenth-Century Chronicle from Con- any, do you see in these images of these changes?
stance, Switzerland.

Sewerce: € Bertmann/CORBIS.

Figure 12.3  The Burning of Jews in an Early Printed Woodcur.
Sawree: £ Chrisrel GerstenbergfCORBIS,
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Figure 12,4 Francois de la Sarra, Tomb at La Sarraz, Switzerland, c. 1390,
Sewrce: Reproduced courtesy of Harry ™, Abrams, Inc.




