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The Artistic Response

There are many ways to measure the artistic impact of the Black
Death. One approach is to examine the art produced by the genera-
tion immediately following the plague of 1348 to 1350, even if its
themes make no literal reference to disease or death.! The limitations
of this approach stem from the difficulties in dating medieval waorks
precisely—and thus establishing the Black Death as a definitive break
in a genre—and by the subjective nature of interpretation.? In one
view, the Black Death brought the Renaissance spirit of innovation to
a grinding halt through the deaths of its leading artists, which inaugu-
rated a more conservative and rigid school® But in another view, the
plague was a positive force, either by reinforcing faith through a refo-
cused depiction of traditional plague saints, or by providing a major
impetus to the Renaissance theme of individualism, represented by
the fact that so many patrons felt impelled to commission portraits to
be remembered in the face of mass death (Document 27).*

The approach of this chapter is to study art and literature whose
themes are intimately connected with, and highly revealing of, late
medieval attitudes toward death. We focus on artistic and poetic depic-
. tions of a desiccated and decaying corpse, a type of representation
known as the “macabre,” or memento mori (remembrance of death).
Of all artistic representations, this genre, although in its origins pre-
dating the Black Death, is most closely associated with the plague.

THE DANCE OF DEATH

It is quite possible that a dance associated with the figure of Death
first arose in conjunction with the Black Death of 1348. The Great
Chronicle of France (Document 41) testifies to a dance performed in
that year to ward off the plague. Other chronicles report that in 1374 a
dancing mania seized hundreds of people in German and Flemish
towns. The people periodically interrupted their dance to fall to the
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ground and allow onlookers to trample on them in the belief that this
would cure them of their “extreme oppression,” although it is
nowhere stated that this was the disease.’® These people may have
been exhibiting or masking through dance one of the neurological
symptoms of the bubonic plague, called chorea or St. Vitus’s Dance,
which produces involuntary muscle contractions,

The first artistic production of the dance is open to some debate. A
German scholar claims that the Dominican convent of Wiirzburg was
the first to produce a poem on the Dance of Death in 1350, but others
believe that the French poet Jean le Févre wrote the first one in 1376.6
By the end of the fourteenth century, the dance was being performed
as a kind of morality play in parish churches, and later as secular
entertainment.”

The first known painting of the Dance of Death is the fresco that
once adorned the southern cloister of the cemetery of Les Innocents
in Paris, which was painted by 1425.% Accompanied by a text, the
images depicted thirty-one partners—from pope and emperor to in-
fant and hermit —dancing a reel with death. During the 1430s —when
the English occupied the French capital and plague and famine oc-
curred on both sides of the Channel—the English poet John Lydgate
made a loose transceiption and translation of the poem (Document
42), to which he added, at least according to one version of his poem,
six other characters, including several females. By 1440, pictures to
accompany Lydgate’s version of the poem were painted on the north
cloister of Pardon Churchyard at St. Paul’s Cathedral in London.
Neither the frescoes at St. Paul’s nor those at Les Innocents have
survived.

The Dance of Death lends itself artistically to the experience of the
Black Death for a number of reasons. As the great leveler, Death
comes for all regardless of their position in the social hierarchy, just
as plague made no distinctions in its onslaught on Europe’s popula-
tion.? In some versions of the dance, Death is a chess player (Docu-
ment 43), which seems to express the arbitrary and unpredictable
nature of the plague’s geographical behavior. The chronicler Heinrich
of Herford noticed this behavior, comparing the plague’s movements
to “a game of chess.”™ In addition, a dancing Death, though frighten-
ing, is more approachable and familiar than the awesome figure of the
Fourth Rider of the Apocalypse (depicted on the cover of this vol-
ume). Here, at least, a mortal can communicate with Death, before
being taken away. An elaboration on this theme is the late medieval
English morality play Everyman (ca. 1485), in which Death appears at
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the beginning of the play to claim Everyman and lead him to his
“reckoning.” A long dialogue then ensues in which Death remains
unmoved by Everyman’s pleas for a delay of execution, until finally
Death allows Everyman a brief respite to prepare his soul for the after-
life. As in Lydgate’s poem of the Dance of Death, the afterlife in Every-
man is described as a “pilgrimage” and Death comes regardless of
rank or riches, setting nought “by pope, emperor, king, duke, nor
princes.”* But there is a revealing commentary at the end of the play
in a monologue by Doctor, who points to the coming resurrection at
the Last Judgment, when “we may Jive body and soul together.”*? The
implied message that even a body rent by plague boils and other
deformities will be fully restored at the end of time, finds a parallel in
the translator’s introduction at the beginning of Lydgate’s poem (Doc-
ument 42),

The Dance of Death and other art forms representing death or
mortality often have been invoked to symbolize the “waning” of late
medieval society and culture which had become “chsessed” with
death. Scholars either dismiss late medieval memento mori art as “the
too much accentuated and foo vivid representation of Death hideous
and threatening,”® or characterize the art and literature of the period
as “pervaded by a profound pessimism and sometimes a renunciation
of life.”* There is, however, an alternative interpretation of memento
mori, one that sees it as a positive, even uplifting, response to the mor-
bid atmosphere created by the Black Death. This interpretation is
closely related to medieval beliefs concerning the apocalypse; the final
destruction of the world and the salvation of the righteous as prophe-
sied in the book of Revelation in the New Testament.’® Yes, medieval
minds imagined the end of the world as a time of great suffering, ter-
ror, and death. But at the same time, the end of the world also holds
out the promise of rebirth, renewal, and resurrection. Although it
does not deny the terrible evils that plague could bring in its wake,
this outlook could provide great comfort and reassurance in the face
of mass death.
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The Great Chronicle of France
ca. 1348

The Great Chronicle is @ record of events of national importance kept by

the monks of the abbey of Saint-Denis, where the kings of France were

traditionally buried. According to the chronicle’s editor, Jules Viard, this

particular selection, which tells of pecple dancing to ward off the plague

in 1348, was probably written by an eyewitness who actually partici-
pated in the events described.

In the year of grace 1348, the aforesaid mortality began in the king-
dom of France and lasted for about a year and a half, more or less, and
it was such that in Paris there died daily 800 persons....And even
though they died in such numbers, everyone received confession and
their other sacraments, It happened that during the mortality, two
monks from Saint-Denis rode into a town and were passing through it
on a visitation at the command of their abbot. Thus they saw that the
men and women of this town were dancing to the music of drums and
bagpipes, and having a great celebration. So the monks asked them
why they were making so merry, to which they replied: “We have
seen our neighbors die and are seeing them die day after day, but
since the mortality has in no way entered our town, we are not without
hope that our festive mood will not allow it to come here, and this is
the reason for why we are dancing.” Then the monks left in order to
go finish what had been entrusted to them. When they had accom-
plished their commission, they set out on the return journey and came
back through the aforesaid town, but they found there very few
people, and they had on very sad faces. The monks then asked them:
“Where are the men and women who not long ago were holding such
a great celebration in this town?” And they answered: “Alas! Good sirs,
the wrath of God has descended upon us in the form of hail, for a

Les grandes chronigues de France, ed. Jules Marie Edouard Viard, 10 vols. (Paris: Société
de T'histoire de France, 1920-53), 9:314-16.
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great hailstorm fell upon us from the sky and came to this town and
all around, and it came so unexpectedly that some were killed by it,

and others died of fright, for they did not know where they should go
or which way to turn.”

42
JOHN LYDGATE

The Dawnce of Death
ca. 1430

A monk from Bury St. Edmunds in England, John Lydgate transcribed
and translated the verses of the French poem of the Dance of Death at
Les Innocents, apparently with the help of some native clerks, on g visit
to Paris in the early 1430s, when the city was in English control, How-
ever, Lydgate introduced some variations that do not appear in the ovigi-
nal French version, including references to the pestilence that appear in
the stanzas printed in this selection. The first three stanzas are from the
translator’s introduction, a section that has no parallel in the French
original. The last two are stanzas 53 and 54 from one widely accepted
text of Lydgate’s poem, in which Death dances with the Physician.

O vee folkes, harde herted as a stone

Which to the world have al your advertence [attention]
Like as hit sholde laste evere in oone [forever and anon]
Where ys youre witte, where ys youre providence

To see aforne [in advance] the sodeyne vyolence

Of cruel dethe, that ben so wyse and sage

Whiche sleeth [slays] allas by stroke of pestilence

Bothe yonge and olde, of low and hie parage [station]. . . .

John Lydgate, The Dance of Death, ed. F. Warren and B. White (Early English Text Soci-
ety, 181, 1931), 2-6, 52-54.
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By exaumple that thei yn her ententis

Amende her life in everi maner age 43

The whiche daunce at seint Innocentis

Portreied is with al the surpluage [superfluities] Death CfS Chess P lay er,

To schewe this world is but a pilgrimage St. Andrew’s Ch“n'h; Norwich
Geven unto us owre lyves to correcte

And to declare the fyne {end] of owre passage ca. 1500
Ryght anoon my stile [pen] 1 wille directe. :

Medieval chroniclers of the Black Death of 1348, Ii inwi -
O creatures ye that ben resonable of , like Heinrich of Her

Jord, often used chess imagery to describe the spread of pla ]

g .. . . gue mortality.

ghe life deSlII‘llngec‘{Vhﬁhe is ﬁj}em;llbl In Lydgate’s poem, both the Empress and the Amorous Gentlewoman
e mai sene here doctryne ful notable describe themselves as “checke-mate " by Death. Th ined-

Yowre life to lede whiche that ys mortal ) ed ¢ stained-giass panel

on pbage 168, from the church of St Andrew in Norwich, England, dat-
ing fo the late ﬁﬁeent]z or early sixteenth century, is the only one to sur-
vive from an original set of forty-four that depicted the Dance of Death.

Ther be to lerne in [ejspecial

How ye schulle trace the daunce of machabre
To man and woman yliche [each is] natural
For dethe ne spareth hye ne lowe degre. . . .

Dethe to the Phisician:

Maister of phisik [medicine] whiche [o]n yowre uryne
So loke and gase and stare agenne the sunne*

For al yowre crafte and studie of medicyne .

Al the practik and science that ve cunne [know]
Yowre lyves cours so ferforthe [far along] ys [runne
Ageyne my myght yowre crafte mai not endure

For al the golde that ye therbi have wonne

Good leche [physician] is he that can hym self recure.

The Phecissian answereth:

Ful longe a-gon that I unto phesike

Sette my witte and my diligence

In speculatif [theory] and also in practike

To gete a name thurgh myn excellence

To fynde oute agens pestilence

Preservatifes to staunche hit and to fyne [cure it]
But I dar saie, shortli in sentence

Agens dethe is worth no medicyne.

*Examination of a patient’s urine by color, smell, and even taste was a common diag-
nostic technique of medieval physicians. -
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Death as Chess Player, Stained-Glass Panel, ca. 1500.
Reproduced courtesy of the Royal Commission on Historical Monuments of England.
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TRANSI TOMBS

The transi tomb (from the Latin word fransire, meaning to pass away),
provided a variation on tomb monuments by substituting or contrasi-
ing a skeletal and rotting cadaver to the idealized life-like portrait of
the patron. The earliest transis seem to date from the 1390s, with the
tombs of physician Guillaume de Harcigny at Lyon, France, and of
Francois de la Sarra at La Sarraz, Switzerland (Document 44). Such
tombs had their heyday in the fifteenth century, but persisted on into
the seventeenth century. Nearly two hundred examples survive from
northern Europe, particularly in France and England.*® Transi tombs
never seem to have been adopted in Mediterranean countries, per-
haps because there custom decreed that the real corpse be on display
during funerary ceremonies instead of being discreetly hidden away
in a shroud or coffin.*

Interpretations of transi tombs have generally seen them as evi-
dence of the “waning” of the Middle Ages. The most comprehensive
study views them as the product of “a strong sense of anxiety about
the fate of the soul [combined] with an intense preoccupation with
death,” to which the Black Death was undoubtedly a major contribut-
ing factor.’® In this view, the function of the transi tomb is to reconcile
“the conflict between the growing worldly interests of the period and
the traditional religious demand for humility,” a thesis that ties in
remarkably well with the hypothesis that a guilt culture—in which
people were overly concerned with their fate in the afterlife-—per-
vaded Europe during the late Middle Ages.’® Accordingly, it was not
until the sixteenth century that the transi tomb came to symbolize a
“new spirit” of the “triumph of worldly glory,” despite the fact that the
iconography remains essentially the same.*

Other interpretations have opted for a more esoteric approach, per-
haps because these tombs seem so frankly bizarre. One historian sees
the English “double-decker” versions of the transi tomb, in which
a lifelike effigy of the patron above contrasts with a naked cadaver

-image below, as reflecting rival Lancastrian and Yorkist allegiances

during the War of the Roses,? a civil war in England that lasted from
1455 to 1485. Another claims that the transi is a sophisticated anti-
tomb, displaying a revolting corpse that previously had been discreetly
hidden from view.?? Some patrons, like Henry Chichele, archbishop of
Canterbury (Document 45) and Thomas Beckington, bishop of Bath
and Wells, constructed cadaver tombs during their lifetimes. Thus
they could view themselves as dead well before their own deaths. In
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these cases, the transi tomb served to subvert the normal function of
tomb monuments and burial, which St. Thomas Aquinas asserted was
“for the sake of the living, lest their eyes be revolted by the disfigure-
ment of the corpse.”® Yet none of these interpretations really explains
why patrons should have spent so much to have such unflattering rep-
resentations of themselves erected for all eternity.

A common feature of the transi tomb examples included here is a
reference to worms. As a sign of corruption and decay, worms were

closely associated with the Black Death. An anonymous chronicler .

from the monastery of Neuberg in Austria describes a rain of “pesti-
lential worms” as heralding the plague.** The physicians Gentile da
Foligno and Jacme d' Agramont (Documents 11 and 12) both believed
that a “generation of worms” inside the body could cause plague
deaths, and Agramont devoted a whole chapter to dietary and other
preservatives against worms.2® The use of worms to signify a sponta-
neous decomposition of the body was quite old: From the time of
Pliny the Younger (61-113 CE), popular folklore made reference to a
human’s spinal marrow being transformed into a snake upon death.*
There also was a long tradition of associating frogs and worms, like
those depicted on the cadaver tomb of Francois de la Sarra Docu-
"ment 44), with sin and evil, especially in early fourteenth-century Ger-
man depictions of Frau Welt, or the Lady of the World, whose vain,
beautiful body is secretly eaten from behind by these creatures.” St.
Thomas Aquinas declared in the thirteenth century that one must
interpret the gnawing of worms in a figurative sense as symbolizing
“the pangs of conscience.”®
Yet the worms may have an altogether different meaning, one that
points to the resurrection and restoration of the body out of its mortal
corruption and decay. In the Old Testament, worms signify the resur-
rection when Job says: “For I know that my redeemer liveth, and that
He shall stand at the latter day upon the earth; and though after my
skin worms destroy this body, yet in my flesh shall I see God.” {Job
19:25-27] In fact, it is possible to see the worms on the tomb of
Francois de la Sarra as issuing out of the body, rather than crawling
into it, symbolizing that the body is being restored to its original
purity.?® This theme could equally well apply to the frogs, according to
Revelation 16:13: “And I saw three unclean spirits like frogs come out
of the mouth of the dragon, and out of the mouth of the beast and out
of the mouth of the false prophet.” The presence of two scallop shells
on Francois’s pillow, one on either side of his head, strengthens such
an interpretation. The scallop shell was an ancient symbol of rebirth,
going back to the Greek myth of the birth of Aphrodite. (Although the
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sca]lpp shell also symbolized pilgrimage to the shrine of St. James at
Sal_ntla:go de Compostella in Spain, Francois never made a journey to
this §1te.3°) Similarly, one can variously interpret the double-decker
transi tomb of Archbishop Henry Chichele (Document 45}, whose epi-
taph makes a couple of references to worms. Usually, modern ob-
servers “read” downwards on this tomb, seeing the cadaver as the
gruesome end product of decay of the resplendent effigy from above
But reading upwards, one would see the upper effigy as rising in res:
urrected glory accompanied by a host of heavenly angels out of the
ashes of the corpse below.

Perhags the strongest affirmation of this latter interpretation comes
from a mid-fifteenth century English poem, 4 Disputacioun betwyx the
E.?ody and Wormes (Document 46) 3 a kind of contemporary explica-
tion of the transi tomb. The Disputacioun is a dream vision by the
poet, who in the opening lines establishes the setting for his poem: “In
the ceson of huge mortalite/Of sondre disseses with the pestilen'ce ”
The debate envisioned in the poem between the female patron of tﬁe
tomb and the worms that crawl through her dead body ends only with
the body’s realization that at the resurrection, it will finally triumph
over death, corruption, and the worms.
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FRANCOIS DE LA SARRA

Tomb at La Sarraz, Switzerland
ca. 1390

A leading nobleman from the Vaud region in present-day Switzerland,
Francois de la Sarra served in various posts for his lord, Count Amedeo
VI of Savoy, during the midfourteenth century He died around 1363
and was buried in a chapel he founded with his wife, Marie, in his
hometown of La Sarraz. On the basis of artistic influences, however,
scholars favor dating the tomb to the 1390s, when it would have been
erected by Francois's grandsons, rather than to the decade immediately
after his death. The most prominent features of Francois’s nude transi
figure are the worms that crawl in or out of his arms and legs, and the
frogs or toads that cover his eyes, lips, and genitalia. Two scallop shells
were carved on the body’s chest and two on the pillow on either side of his
head, of which only one survives.

Erwin Panofsky, Tomb Sculpiure: Four Lectures on Its Changing Aspects from Ancient
Egypt to Bernini (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1956), figure 258.

Frangois de la Sarra, Tomb at La Sarraz, Switzerland, ca.
Reproduced courtesy of Harry N. Abrams Inc.
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ARCHBISHOP HENRY CHICBELE

Tomb at Canterbury Cathedral
ca. 1425

One of the most important churchmen and political figures in England
during the first half of the fifteenth century, Henry Chichele was closely
linked to his patron, King Henry V. In 1414, Chichele became arch-
bishop of Canterbury, the most powerful churchman in the country. By
1425, less than three years after the untimely demise of Henry V in 1422
and nearly twenty years befove his own death in 1443, Chichele had com-
pleted his transi tomb. The first such monument built in England, it
started the trend of double-decker tombs. Chichele may have been in-
spired to make this kind of monument from the double image of effigy
and coffin that was paraded at state funerals, including that of Henry V,
or from witnessing the elaborate monument of Cardinal Jean de la
Grange at Avignon (1402), a town Chichele no doubt visited in his
capacity as an ambassador to France. Although no worms are depicted
on Chichele’s transi, worms feature prominently in the iuscription of
Latin rhyming couplels that runs around the lower border of the tomb
surrounding the transi. -

I was a pauper born, then to this primate [archbishopric] raised.

Now 1 am lain in the ground, ready to be food for worms,

Behold my tomb: 1442 [1443],

‘Whoever you be who will pass by, I ask you to remember,

You will be like me after you die,

For all [to see]: horrible, dust, worms, vile flesh.

May the assembly of saints unanimously intercede for him
[Chichele],

So that God may be appeased by their merits on his behalf.

Kathleen Cohen, “The Changing Meaning of the Transi Tomb in Fifteenth- and Sixteenth-
Century Europe” (Ph.D. diss., University of California, 1973), 652-53.
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A Disputacioun betwyx the Body and Wormes
ca. 1450

A variation on the debate poems between the body and soul popular dur-
ing the Middle Ages, A Disputacioun betwyx the Body and Wormes is
unique in that it is illustrated by marginal watercolor drawings, the first
of which shows the tomb of a great lady, while underneath, her shrouded
body is riddled with what look like worms, frogs, and salamanders. The
ten-line caption below the tomb illustration reads:

Take hede un to my fygure here ahowne [above]

And se how sumtyme I was fresche and gay

Now turned to wormes mete and corrupcoun

Bot fowle erth and stynkyng slyme and clay

Attende therfore to this disputacioun written here

And writte it wisely in thi hert fre

‘At that sum wisdom thou may lere [learn]

To se what thou art and here aftyr sal be

When thou leste wenes [expect]: venit mors te superare
[“death comes to conquer you”}

When thi grafe greves [grave awaits]: bonum est mortis meditari
f“it is good to think on death”]

In the style of other debate poems, the Disputacioun then proceeds
with @ dream vision by the poet, who in this case has fallen asleep next to
e lady’s tomb in a church along his pilgrimage route. Significantly, the
pilgrim-poet informs us that he was moved to make his pilgrimage "In
the ceson of huge mortalite/ Of sondre disseses with the pestilence.” What
follows is a rather bizarre debate between the lady's corpse and the
worms that crawl through it, complete with marginal illustrations of a
skeleton in female headdress conversing with the wriggling creatures
below. The corpse must accept that the worms will continue to devour her
formerly beautiful body, as worms have conquered all the great men and
women of the past. However, by the end of the poem, the body reconciles
with the worms on the grounds that at the Resurrection its flesh will be
restored and remade whole out of its present corruption.

176

A Disputacioun betwyx the Body and Wormes, ca. 1450.
Reproduced by permission of the British Library, MS Add. 37049,
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THE ARTISTIC RESPONSE

This that I hafe complened and sayd

In no displesyng take it yow unto.

Lat us be frendes at this sodayn brayde foutburst],
Neghbours and luf as before we gan do.

Let us kys and dwell to gedyr evermore,

To that God wil that I sal agayn upryse

At the day of dome [Last Judgment] before the Hye Justyse,
With the body glorified to be.

And of that nowmbyr that I may be one

To cum to that blis of heven in fee [by right]
Thorow the mene [intervention] and the mediacione
Of our blissed Lord our verry patrone.

Thar in abilite [good condition] to be for His hye plesaunce.

Amen, amen pour charite at this instaunce.

A Chronology of the Black Death
(1347-1363)

1347

1348

1349

1350

Plague comes to the Black Sea region, Constantinople, Asia
Minor, Sicily, Marseille on the southeastern coast of France, and
perhaps the Greek archipelago and Egypt.

Plague comes to all of Italy, most of France, the eastern half of
Spain, southern England, Switzerland, Austria, the Balkans and
Greece, Egypt and North Africa, Palestine and Syria, and perhaps
Denmark,

The flagellant movement begins in Austria or Hungary.

Jewish pogroms occur in Languedoc and Catalonia, and the first
trials of Jews accused of well poisoning take place in Savoy.

Plague comes to western Spain and Portugal, central-and north-
ern England, Wales, Ireland, southern Scotland, the Low Coun-
tries (Belgium and Holland), western and southern Germany,
Hungary, Denmark, and Norway.

The flagellants progress through Germany and Flanders before
they are suppressed by order of Pope Clement VI,

Burning of Jews on charges of well poisoning occurs in many
German-speaking towns, including Strasbourg, Stuttgart, Con-
stance, Basel, Zurich, Cologne, Mainz, and Speyer; in response,
Pope Clement issues a bull to protect Jews.

Some city-states in ltaly and the king’s council in England pass
labor legislation to control wages and ensure a supply of agricul-
tural workers in the wake of plague mortality.

Plague comes to eastern Germany and Prussia, northern Scot
land, and all of Scandinavia (Denmark, Norway, Sweden).

King Philip VI of France orders the suppresswn of the flagellants
in Flanders.

The cértes, or representative assembly, of Aragon passes labor
legislation.
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CHRONOLOGY

1351-
1352

1354

1358

1361~
1363

Plague comes to Russia, Lithuania, and perhaps Poland.

The cértes of Castile, the parliament of England, and King John
II of France pass labor legislation, but the cértes of Aragon re-
vokes it.

King John I of France passes labor legislation.
The Jews of Catalonia and Valencia draw up a tekkanoth, or

accord, with King Pedro IV of Aragon in order to obtain a buil of

protection from Pope Innocent VL
Rise of the Jacquerie, a peasants’ revolt, in France.

Plague breaks out again in Europe.

Questions for Consideration

. Where did the Black Death originate? How was it first communicated

to Europeans?

. If you were a doctor making a diagnosis, how would you characterize

the symptoms of the Black Death, based on the chroniclers’ accounts?
Is it possible to detect the true presence of bubonic or pneumonic

plague?

. What advice given by medieval physicians to ward off or cure the

Black Death seems to you to have been most beneficial? What was
least effective, or even harmful?

. To what extent did doctors rely on empirical observation in response

to the challenges posed by the Black Death? Te what extent did they
rely on tradition or authority?

. Which aspects of the social or psychological response to the Black

Death seem similar to our own response to modern “plagues,” such as
the AIDS epidemic? Which aspects are different?

. Compare the supposedly eyewitness testimony of Giovanni Boccaccio

(Document 16) with the later, fifteenth-century reflections of al-Maqrizi
(Document 19). Which is a more accurate reflection of the new social
and econocmic realities created by the plague? What are the advan-
tages and disadvantages of each kind of source?

. Who, precisely, enacted the economic legislation of various European

countries in response to the Black Death, and why? How else might
landlords have responded to the economic challenges posed by the
plague? Based on the evidence from England (Document 22), how did
laborers respond to this legislation, and how effective was it?

. Chroniclers commenting on the social and religious context of the

Black Death report that the disease was both caused by and resulted
in a moral decline in society. Which, if any, is true, and why?

. Did medieval people lose their faith in God as a result of the Black

Death? Defend your answer. Did their religious response have any
practical effect? How well did the Church and its priesthood respond
to this crisis (Documents 25 and 26)?
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182 QUESTIONS FOR CONSIDERATION

10.

11,

12.

13,

14,

15.

16.

17.

What was uppermost in the mind of Libertus of Monte Feche (Docu-
meént 27) as he lay dying from the plague?

Compare the Christian and Muslim responses to the Black Death
(Documents 23, 24, 28, 29, and 30). How were they similar and differ-
ent? What tensions did each community experience during the plague?
Would they respond in the same way to an apocalyptic crisis today?

What kind of emotion vis-d-vis the Black Death did the flagellants
inspire in onlookers and in themselves? Was it elation, relief, fear, ter-
ror? Based on the chroniclers’ accounts, why did Pope Clement VI
suppress the flagellants on October 20, 13492

‘Why were Jews targeted as scapegoats during the Black Death? How
did medieval Jews and some Christians refute the accusation of well
poisoning (Documents 36, 39, and 40)? How closely, if at all, do the
pogroms of 1348-51 resemble the Holocaust of the 1940s?

Compare Documents 35 and 38 with respect to the Jewish pogroms in
Spain. What does this tell us about how historians should approach
original sources? Consider the origins, credentials, and general relia-
bility of each document and of its respective author.

Why is the Dance of Death considered such a suitable artistic expres-
sion of the Black Death? What connection do you think the Dance of
Death has to the actual epidemic of the plague?

Look at the pictures of the tombs of Francois de la Sarra and of Arch-
bishop Henry Chichele (Documents 44 and 45). Are the worms enter-
ing or leaving Francois's corpse? Should one “read” downwards or
upwards on Chichele’s double-decker monument? Why do you think
Chichele had his cadaver image made and erected in 2 public place
nearly twenty years before his death (in 1443)? How does the poem A
Disputacioun betwyx the Body and Wormes (Document 46), act as a
commentary on Chichele’s tomb?

‘Consider the totality of Europeans’ response to the Black Death,

including medical, social, economic, religious, and artistic responses.
Was it characteristic of a “medieval” or “Renaissance” outlook? Should
it be taken as evidence of a decline or rebirth of culture and society?
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