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“Europe’s Renaissance, or ‘rebirth,” was forged in the crucible of its terrible yet transcendent
ordeal with the Black Death
-John Aberth, historian’

The Black Death pandemic is historically known for decimating the European population.
However, this pandemic brought positive consequences to European society. European kingdoms
inadvertently encountered the plague while exploring and expanding new ways to exchange
goods with Asia in 1347 C.E., ultimately causing one of the most disastrous pandemics in
Europe that lasted until 1351. The plague devastated Europe by killing approximately a third of
the population. Furthermore, Europe’s encounter with plague had economic, social, and religious

effects that vastly changed European society and contributed to Europe’s emergence into the

Renaissance, an age of exploration.

History of Plague in Europe

Prior to the medieval European pandemic, plague was not new to Europe, but its effects
were confined due to limited exchange. Plague, a bacterial disease afflicting humans,’ has three
clinical forms depending on the body system that is first attacked: the lymphatic, circulatory or
respiratory systems.® All three clinical forms caused the Plague of Justinian in the Byzantine

Empire from 541-542 C.E.* This “First Plague Pandemic™” spread rapidly across the Byzantine
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Empire.® However, the pandemic was limited to Mediterranean trade routes and never spread
further into Europe.’

The Plague of Justinian had devastating effects, killing an estimated 25 million during the
initial outbreak and subsequent recurrences for the next two centuries.® This reduced exchange
and caused economic disruptions, food shortages, and reduced tax revenues.’ Seven centuries
later, plague reappeared in Europe during the “Second Plague Pandemic™' in the fourteenth

century.

Europe Before Its Deadly Encounter

Prior to the pandemic, Europe was under a feudalistic social system, closely related to the
prevalent economic system of manorialism.'" Peasants worked for noble landlords in exchange
for protection and use of land. A majority of these peasants were serfs, bound to isolated
manorial estates and obliged to their landlords.'> Consequently, there was a disparity between

social classes: the rich were exceedingly rich and the poor were exceedingly poor."
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Religion, primarily Catholicism, holding great importance in European society, was
ubiquitous in Europe during this period. The Bible was available only in Latin and people
depended on the clergy to understand it.'"* Anything beyond human control, good or bad, was
considered to be of divine consequence.'® People would turn to the Church for help, guidance,
and healing. The Church controlled medical practice as clergy members were the only permitted
medical practitioners.'® Because of this, treatments were limited to the Church’s teachings.
Additionally, the Church limited scientific learning. While scientific advances occurred during
this time, especially in the fields of natural sciences at previously established universities, the
Church shunned advances that challenged theology.!” Organized public health efforts were also

prohibited, being seen as attempts to avoid God’s will."®

Explorations and Conditions Increasing Susceptibility to Plague

In the centuries leading up to the fourteenth, Europe became prime for a pandemic:
exchange of goods increased, population skyrocketed and urbanized, living conditions became
unsanitary, and health care became inadequate. The Crusades were a series of religious wars

beginning in 1095." Europeans rarely traveled to the near east before the Crusades. However,
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during the Crusades commodities like silk and spices that were rare in Europe were rediscovered,
sparking an increased desire for trade and interest in new trade routes to Asia.?’ Exchange
became more common between individuals, kingdoms, and continents.?! As a result, European
kingdoms began to explore new trade routes and commerce expanded substantially in the
thirteenth century, increasing urbanization and dense living conditions.*

Along with the increase in urbanization, the general population increased as well. In
earlier centuries, Europe experienced the effects of a slight global warming, known as the
“Medieval Warming Period”* following the natural pattern of global warming and cooling. This
created wetter summers and shorter winters, climatic conditions ideal for agricultural production.
With an abundance of food, people had more children and lived longer, causing substantial
population increases.”* However, as time passed, the population outpaced the development of
resources in Europe.

Many Europeans lived in unsanitary and squalid conditions. People in cities lived in close
contact and interacted with disease vectors like rodents and waste.” A vector unknown at the
time, rodents were commonplace in even the wealthiest of homes. After the fall of the western

Roman Empire, infrastructure crumbled, resulting in people sharing water sources and waste
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running through streets due to the lack of running water and sewers.*® Even isolated countryside

manors experienced these squalid conditions.

Disastrous Encounters Preceding the Pandemic

Calamitous crises helped plague reach and spread through an already susceptible Europe.
The Great Famine of 1315, caused by the population increases and a sudden cooling of the
medieval climate,” led to the deaths of approximately 10% of the population.?® Much of Europe
was left malnourished and weakened, causing higher mortality rates from the plague than in the
past.”’

In the 1330s, Asian kingdoms encountered plague while exploring new trade routes that
ran through central Asia where the bacteria was indigenous. Plague caused a pandemic in Asia,
killing millions.*® The plague’s threat to Europe increased as it traveled along trading routes,
many of which were created previously when Europe explored new trading routes.*'

In 1346, plague-ridden Tatar Mongols besieged Kaffa, a trading center on the Crimean

peninsula populated primarily by European traders.*”> An Italian in Kaffa, Gabriele de’ Mussi,
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noted that the Tatar leader “ordered infected corpses to be placed in catapults and lobbed into the
city in hope that the intolerable stench would kill everyone inside...”** These actions, combined
with infected rats in the city, caused many in Kaffa to encounter plague unintentionally before
fleeing back to Europe.

At the same time, the wartime conditions of the Hundred Years’ War of 1337-1453
between England and France primed the spread of disease.** Plague spread easily among troops
interacting in close quarters. On the front lines, medical treatments were devoted to treating
battle wounds rather than treating disease. Soldiers would sometimes encounter the disease in

battle and spread it upon returning home.*

Europe Encounters the Black Death

In 1347, the plague spread via land exchange routes to eastern Europe and via sea trading
routes to Mediterranean kingdoms, then swept north, ravaging every town it encountered.
Traders fleeing plague-ridden Kaffa unintentionally brought the disease to Constantinople,® a
large coastal trading city located between Asia and Europe, after which it spread rapidly to
Europe.’” In late 1347, following the infection of Constantinople, Sicily and Greece encountered

plague through exchange with infected traders.*® From these primary starting points, the plague
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spread north and west, reaching as far as Scandinavia by 1351 (See Appendix A). By 1353, all of
the Eurasian landmass and much of North Africa had encountered the plague and approximately
a third of Europe had perished.** (See Appendix B)

The Black Death pandemic devastated Europe and impacted many aspects of European
society. With upwards of 20 million dead, life was at a standstill and there were not enough
living to bury the dead.*® Trade declined and social order collapsed so that many people feared
leaving home.*' Those who left fled to the countryside, causing a brief de-urbanization.*?
Countryside conditions, unfortunately, were no better than cities; entire villages had been wiped

out by the plague.*

Consequences of the Devastating Exchange

In the decades following the pandemic, Europe experienced significant economic, social,
scientific, and religious changes. The first economic change was the shift in the value of land and
goods. Many workers died, creating difficulties for landowners to produce goods. Obtaining
goods through trade also proved to be difficult because exchange decreased in fear of
encountering the disease. Both caused an inflation in prices for goods.** Conversely, land values

deflated. In the century leading up to the pandemic, the cost for land rose consistently. Later,
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after many landowners died, land was abundant and prices dropped drastically.* These lower
prices allowed more people to purchase land that was previously unaffordable.

The consequences of the pandemic inspired peasants’ exploration of revolutionary ideas
and the creation of poor laws.* Peasants had died in great numbers, as illustrated by Giovanni
Boccaccio in his Decameron:

The plight of the lower and most of the middle classes was even more pitiful to behold.

Most of them remained in their houses, either through poverty or in hopes of safety, and

fell sick by the thousands. Since they received no care and attention, almost all of them

died.*’
The labor supply plummeted. Peasants realized they could demand higher wages. In England,
King Edward III sought to quell these demands by issuing the Statute of Laborers, a draconian
decree requiring every able-bodied unemployed person under sixty to work for anyone who
wanted to hire him.*® Violators of the Statute of Laborers were fined. However, this did not stop
the peasants’ demands, as described by Henry Knighton:

The workers, nevertheless, were so elated and contrary that they did not heed the mandate

of the king [prohibiting higher wages] but if anyone wanted to hire them, he had to give

them as the desired; either lose their crops and fruit or grant the selfish and lofty wishes
of the workers.*

Peasant uprisings continued during the fourteenth century throughout Europe as exemplified by

the Jacquerie in France in 1358, the Ciompi Revolt in 1378 in Italy, and Wat Tyler's Rebellion in
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England in 1381.%° The peasant rebellions started as small whispers of discontent, gaining scope
quickly, leading to increased wages and expanded rights.”!

Increased wages empowered peasants, causing serfdom to disappear in many places,
triggering the decline of manorialism.*® The demand for labor was so high it threatened manorial
holdings. Serfs, no longer tied to one landlord, could easily leave for another who would hire
them. The lords had to make accommodations in order to keep peasants on their land. However,
many serfs explored new labor options and ultimately became vagrant migratory workers.>
Lacking an assured labor supply, many previously self-sufficient manors collapsed, increasing
the need for merchants and causing reurbanization as cities could provide for their inhabitants
without requiring serfdom.**

Medical practice and health protocols improved after the pandemic. While medical
practice was still outlawed for those not affiliated with the Church, more people turned to
independent practitioners, allowing exploration into treatments extending beyond Church
doctrine.” Governments followed suit with many European governments creating efficient
public health protocols.’® As an early example, the Council of People in Pistoia, Italy created a

series of health ordinances at the height of the of the outbreak in an attempt to quell the
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pandemic.’” Additionally, early forms of quarantine were developed;™ infected ships were
required to wait in the harbor and those who were sick were not allowed to enter cities.*

The effects of the pandemic immediately impacted people's religious beliefs, allowing for
religious exploration. First, the Church lost many clergy members during the pandemic, as Henry
Knighton described: “In Montpellier only seven friars were left from 149... At Marseilles only
one Franciscan remained of 150...”° This loss of clergy, whom the public sought for medical
and spiritual help, caused people to search for support from different sources, including
independent medical practitioners and early Christian reformers.*' Additionally, people
questioned why they were not saved from God’s punishment, even though they gave generously
to the Church.®® These two consequences of the pandemic contributed to a growing mistrust of
the weakened Catholic Church that allowed for later religious reformations. Some people took
religious matters into their own hands by practicing public self-flagellation, believing that
atoning for their sins would repel the plague.® Flagellation was a part of a larger movement
called the lay piety movement, a precursor to larger reformations, reflecting religious

individualism.®* A decade after the pandemic, early reformer John Wycliffe openly challenged
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the Church’s authority by translating the Bible into English, as he wished for his countrymen to
no longer be dependent on the Church for interpretation.®

Alongside shaken religious faith, European culture was devastated. With the prevalence
of unexpected death, the masses realized death’s inevitability. Art in the years following the
pandemic exemplified this mindset by showing its grim influence. Artists coped with the
devastation by creating works featuring a new dark genre: the Dance of Death, or Danse
Macabre.” This genre, an allegory on the universality of death, represented the notion that
regardless of one’s social status during life, everyone will dance the same dance of death in the
end. Aside from this new genre, there was also a notable spike in morbid art, like the Triumph of
Death by Pieter Bruegel (See Appendix C).¢” Additionally, the pandemic also influenced scholars
and poets like Giovanni Boccaccio and Petrarch, an early humanist often hailed as the initiator of

the Renaissance.%®

Critical Explorations in its Aftermath

The consequences of the Black Death pandemic allowed for explorations to occur that
contributed to Europe’s emergence into the Renaissance,” a turning point in Western thought
defined by the revivals of Greek and Roman art and philosophy and by the exploration of ideas.™

The pandemic greatly contributed to the transformation of Europe’s economic and social
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systems. The increase of peasant wages and the subsequent decrease in wealth inequality
quickened the decline of the manorial system and feudalism.”" With the demise of the manorial
system, Europe began to develop mercantilism, an economic system where exports increase a
nation's wealth.”” This wealth would be spent to compete against other nations by exploring new
colonies and funding wars. Mercantilism was also the precursor to the current socio-economic
system of capitalism.”

The economic and social changes wrought by the plague generated wealth used to
promote artistic advancements during the Renaissance. The excess of wealth created by the
massive death toll put extra money in the hands of those who were already patrons of the arts.”™
Conspicuous consumption among the newly wealthy led to increased exploration and patronage
of the arts.” For example, after nearly half the population in Florence perished, the families that
grew wealthier included the Medicis, an already wealthy banking family that would become
patrons of great Renaissance artists including da Vinci and Michelangelo.”

Following the rise of the lay piety movement and early reformations after the pandemic,
larger explorations in religious practices occurred. Religious mindsets had changed permanently

from using religion to explaining the world’s misfortunes to a spiritual role directed at
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self-salvation.”” These religious implications and the resulting willingness of people to question
standard Catholic doctrine were contributing factors in the emergence of Martin Luther’s

protestant reformation in the early 16th century,” along with other religious movements.”

Conclusion

Fourteenth-century Europe, highly susceptible to disease, encountered the Black Death
while exploring new methods to exchange goods with Asia. The resulting pandemic shook the
foundations of European society, allowing new societal systems to develop and explorations into
modern economic, religious, and scientific ideas to occur. Alongside these explorations, the
pandemic changed Europe’s culture and society in the fourteenth century. Cultural and religious
explorations, a shattered feudal system, the eradication of serfdom and a new sophisticated
economic system, all outcomes of the plague pandemic, contributed to Europe’s arrival into the

Renaissance.
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Appendix A

Cities with repeated plague
outbreaks, 14th to 18th camtury

Spreading of the plague by
marine routes

Approximate date of the first outbreak
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@ 2012 Encyclopsadia Britannica, Ine.

Spread of the Black Death." Encyclopedia Britannica. N.p., n.d. Web.

This map shows the spread of the Black Death in Europe and the years it struck each respective place.
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Appendix B

Population of Medieval England
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"Population of Medieval England." Medieval Population. N.p., n.d. Web.
This graph shows the estimated population of medieval England based on Professor Stephen Broadberry’s
findings in his study, Medieval Population.
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Appendix C

Brueghel, Pieter. The Triumph of Death. 1462. Museo Del Prado, Madrid, Spain. Archaeology and
Arts. Web. 12 July 2015.
This painting depicts the macabre theme of death that became prevalent after the Black Death.
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