The Fourteenth Century

I. Famine and Population

A. At the beginning of the 14th century there was a noticeable cooling that scientists refer to as a “little ice age.”

B. This caused the growing season to shorten by about 2 weeks.

C. There were also heavy rains.

D. Between 1315 and 1317 rains destroyed harvests resulting in extreme hunger and starvation.

E. These famines due to weather conditions were common in the 14th century.

F. Famine was the cause of a 10% reduction in population between 1300 and 1350.

G. The relationship between famine and population was that chronic malnutrition led to increased infant mortality, lower birthrates, and a higher susceptibility to disease.

II. The Black Death

A. The Black death of 1347—1350 was the most devastating disaster in the history of Europe.

B.  There had been plagues in the past.  Small pox and measles had devastated the Roman empire.  Justinian’s empire of the 6th century had been struck by plague.  But, Europe had been plague free since around 700 (about 650 years).

C. The black death originated in central Asia and was spread by the Mongols and the migration of Asian rodents, especially the Asian black rat.

D. What was the Black Death?

1. The black death was a mixture of several different types of plague strains.

a. Bubonic strain

1) Symptoms included high fever, aching joints, swollen glands, and dark blotches caused by bleeding beneath the skin.

2) This was the most common form of the plague.

3) 50—60% of people who contracted bubonic plague died.

b. Pneumonic strain

1) caused by a bacterial infection of the lungs.

2) Symptoms are severe coughing, and coughing up blood.

3) This strain was spread very easily because of the coughing.

4) This plague was somewhat common.

5) 95—100% of people with pneumonic plague die

c. Septicaemic plague

1) This was rare

2) It was carried by insects

3) It would kill in a day.

E.  Spread of the disease  (map)

1. The plague was brought to Sicily by rats on merchant ships from the east in 1347.  

2. The disease spread along trade routes.

3. By 1351 the plague had finished sweeping through Europe destroying towns and killing half of the population.

F. Mortality rates

1. Crowded cities such as Florence, Genoa, and Venice with populations near 100,000 lost 50—60% of their population.

2.  Rural villages suffered between 30—40% casualties.

3. In Germany by the end of the 14th century 40,000 inhabited locations disappeared.

4. The plague did not end in 1351.  There were outbreaks every 6—10 years for the remainder of the 14 century.

5. Estimates are that European population declined by 60—75% from 1347--1450

6. Population did not recover to the 13th century levels until the middle of the 16th century.

7. Plague continued to be a problem until the eighteenth century when a new species of brown rat began to replace the black rats.

III. Psychological effects of the plague on survivors

A  Some people were heroic.  Monks and nuns often stayed with 

      the afflicted until they themselves died of plague.

B. Many city people fled to the countryside. 

C. Some people lived for the moment engaging in drunkenness and orgies.

D. Many people believed that the plague had been sent by God as a punishment or by the devil. 

E. Some people resorted to asceticism to cleanse themselves of sin.

F. The flagellants were a group of people who became very popular and they would go around whipping themselves with whips that were made from knotted leather with little iron spikes in it.

G. The flagellants created hysteria wherever they went.

H. The church condemned them in 1849 and asked that public authorities crush them because they had begun to kill Jews and Clergy that opposed them.

I. There was a violent outbreak of anti-Semitism.

1. Jews were accused of causing the plague by poisoning wells.  

2. Jews were persecuted in Spain.

3. The worst atrocities were carried out in Germany

4. The Jews in Strasbourg Germany were rounded up and burned alive.

5. It is important to remember that most of the traders at the time were Jewish.

IV. Economic and Social consequences of the population collapse

A. There was a serious shortage of labor that caused the price of labor to skyrocket.

B. A farm laborer who made two shillings a week in 1347 was paid 7 in 1349 and 11 shillings a week in 1350.

C. The decline in population caused the price of food to go down.

D. A horse in 1355 could be bought for 6 shillings.  It would have cost 40 shillings in 1346.

E. The shortage of labor and the abundance of land and everything else caused the standard of living for the nobility to decline while the standard of living for the peasants improved significantly.

F. The shortage of labor further served to free the peasants from a bond of service to one of rent payment.

G. There was a limit to how much peasants could advance because they would be bound by the same problems as the lords (high wages, falling rents)

H. Governments instituted new taxes on peasants.

I. In England the parliament passed a law that limited the wages of peasant to those of pre-plague levels.

J. Peasants soon began to revolt.  French peasants revolted in 1358 and English peasants revolted in 1381.

K. These revolts were usually crushed easily, but they came to some success because a number of taxes were reduced.

V. The Hundred Years War

A    The hundred years war was not really a war that lasted 100 

years.

B. It was a long series of battles and campaigns with long interludes of peace.

C. In 1337 the French king attacked and seized the Duchy of Gascony from the King of England.

D. Throughout the rest of the 100 years Britain regularly defeated the French and expanded their French holdings until Joan of Arc appeared.

E. Joan of Arc  1412--1430

1. At the age of 13 she claimed that she had heard a voice from God to guide her.

2. At the age of 17 she went to Orleans—a city that was besieged by the English—and rallied the troops to defeat the English.

3. This was the turning point in the war, although it took another 20 years for the French to defeat the English.

4. Joan of Arc did not get to see the victory because she was captured by English troops in the year 1430.

5. The English Tried Joan of Arc as a Heretic—arguing that the voices she heard were from the devil.

6. She was convicted and burned at the stake.

F. By 1450 the English had lost all of its holdings on the European continent except the port city of Calais which remained in English hands for another 100 years.

VI. Literature and Art

A. Donte, Petrarch, and Boccaccio

1. Donte wrote the Divine Comedy which was about a soul’s journey through hell, heaven, and purgatory.

2. Petrarch wrote sonnets and is considered one of the greatest medieval lyric poets.

3. Boccoccio wrote The Decameron about ten young people who escaped to the countryside during the Plague.

B. Geoffrey Chaucer 

1. Wrote the Canterbury Tales.
2. These tales were a group of stories that were told by 29 different travelers.  

3. They are a very good illustration of English society, both high and low born.

VII. Public Health

A. Before the plague medicine had taken the form of the four humors.

B. Each humor was connected to a particular organ. 

1. Blood (from the heart)

2. Phlegm (from the brain)

3. Yellow bile (from the liver)

4. Black bile (from the spleen)

C. The four humors in turn, corresponded to the four elemental qualities of the universe.  Each person was a microcosm of the universe.

1. Earth—black bile

2. Air—blood

3. Fire—yellow bile

4. Water—phlegm

D. Good health was the result of the perfect balance of the humors.

E. The medieval physician would endeavor to restore balance in a sick person by prescribing rest, bloodletting, or various herbal medicines.

F. These medical practices were unable to deal with the plague. After the plague there are the first stirrings of modern medicine 

G. Before the black death hospitals were places to isolate the sick.

H. After the black death hospitals began to try to cure people.

I. Surgeons began to be recruited by the universities.

J. As a result of the plague cities began to pay attention to sanitary conditions.
VIII. Inventions

A. The mechanical clock was perfected in 1335 in Milan.

B. Eyeglasses began to appear in the 14th century.

C. Cheaper paper that was made from cotton rags appeared.

D.  Gunpowder made its appearance in the west.
