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How significant were the effects of the Black Death on medieval religion and culture? 

[bookmark: _GoBack]It is generally accepted that historical sources differ[footnoteRef:1] in their estimates of the European population numbers wiped out by the Black Death. Robert Gottfried offers a wide margin with ‘25%-50%’[footnoteRef:2]; the contemporary provider History Channel provides an estimate of ‘almost one-third’[footnoteRef:3]. Although there is an uncertainty on the exact figures and disagreements on a final number, historians provide a wealth of sources that support the claim that the Black Death had a very significant effect on medieval religion, culture, and society in general.   [1:  History Extra, The Black Death: the historians’ view (2016) [online] Available:   http://www.historyextra.com/article/premium/black-death-historians-view.]  [2:  Robert S. Gottfried, The Black Death, (New York: The Free Press, 1983), p. 8. ]  [3:  History, Black Death (2018) [online] Available: http://www.history.com/topics/black-death.] 


The Black Death was the second wave of the plague pandemic; this second wave came over from China to Italy. From there, it spread through Europe and eventually reached the British Isles via sailors in 1348[footnoteRef:4]. The plague kept rearing its head right every few years, and Dr Mike Ibeji wrote for the BBC that the second wave only finally stopped returning in the later years of the seventeenth century[footnoteRef:5]. The most obvious effect that the Black Death had on medieval society was the decimation of both rural and urban populations across the world. As a result, families and workforces were hugely depleted, and in some places, the populace of entire towns and villages was wiped out. One example of where this tragically happened is the village of Dode in Kent, England[footnoteRef:6]. The whole population of the town died at the hands of the Black Death, leaving its buildings abandoned and eventually they fell into disrepair. The enormous decrease of the population meant that mathematically, there would have been a notable fall in the numbers of people who were attending church services. However – that statement is based on assuming (for the sake of argument) that church services would have been held as usual.  [4:  BBC, Black Death (2011) [online] Available: http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/middle_ages/black_01.shtml. ]  [5:  Ibid.  ]  [6:  Dode Village, The Lost Village of Dode (2017) [online] Available: https://www.dodevillage.com/about-dode/. ] 


The truth is that the sick and dying were often looked after by members of the church[footnoteRef:7] and church buildings could be turned into makeshift hospitals. A resulting consequence of utilising church spaces as treatment centres was that clergy people were at the front line against the Black Death, and came into direct contact with the disease and its victims. John Wyatt observes that a high number of monks retrained in order to become physicians[footnoteRef:8] so that they could care of plague victims in a scientific manner, as well as praying for them and looking after them spiritually. Monastic culture was changed by the onslaught of the plague, as in some cases across Europe (such as the San Miniato in Florence and Angels Vells in Barcelona[footnoteRef:9]), entire monasteries and religious buildings were taken over to become hospitals to look after plague victims. The degree of care provided differed from institution to institution; some places took on a role similar to hospitals, others were essentially used to remove the diseased population away from the healthy to prevent them from passing the disease on. It proved a large and dangerous disruption to daily monastic life, as people of religious orders can be seen doubling up as healthcare workers, which was a noble but ultimately fatal choice.  [7:  British Library, Medicine, diagnosis and treatment in the Middle Ages (2015) [online] Available: https://www.bl.uk/the-middle-ages/articles/medicine-diagnosis-and-treatment-in-the-middle-ages. ]  [8:  John Wyatt, Matters of Life and Death, (Nottingham: Inter-Varsity Press, 2009).]  [9:  Joseph Patrick Byrne, Encyclopaedia of the Black Death, Volume 1, (Santa Barbara: ABC-Clio, 2012), p. 239.] 


Large-scale appalling events across the history of humanity (examples being the man-made Holocaust during World War Two, and the natural disaster of the Indian Ocean tsunami in 2004) have led people to question or abandon their faith in God and their religions – was this the case with medieval society during and after the Black Death? There is scholarship to say that people still held their religious views after the Black Death, and looked to their religion to find reasons for justification. Brown University writes that people at the time believed that the sinful and unholy ways of others displeased God, and He saw fit to punish the world by sending the plague[footnoteRef:10].  [10:  Brown University, Decameron Web (2010) [online] Available: https://www.brown.edu/Departments/Italian_Studies/dweb/plague/causes/religious.php. ] 


The Book of Revelation in the Bible tells of the end of days when everyone on Earth shall be judged upon their actions in life, which dictates whether a person’s soul will be sent to Heaven, Hell, or Purgatory. A passage from Byrne’s Encyclopaedia of the Black Death reads as follows: ‘Around 1348, Agnolo di Tura of Siena wrote in his Italian Cronica, “So many have died that everyone believes it is the end of the world”’[footnoteRef:11]. Medieval Europe was a deeply Christian continent, and the plague was so catastrophic that many believed that the end of days was coming in the form of the Black Death. One of the four horsemen of the apocalypse in the Book of Revelation comes forth and brings plague upon the people[footnoteRef:12]. The passage from Byrne shows that although the Black Death was a huge shock to medieval culture, it did not actually significantly change medieval views on religion. As mentioned previously, appalling events across time have led people to question the role of God and religion. For example, Wrestling with God: Jewish Theological Responses during and after the Holocaust[footnoteRef:13] is one book out of many that discusses philosophical and faith-based struggles between religion and terrible events. While the Holocaust and the Black Death can’t be compared equally at all in nature, what can be drawn from it is that there was no similar response from the medieval population. Rather than believing that God was not present or was not helping them during the plague, it was very much thought that the plague was intended and unavoidable, and was meant to purge sin from the Earth.  [11:  Joseph Patrick Byrne, Encyclopaedia of the Black Death, Volume 1, (Santa Barbara: ABC-Clio, 2012), p. 16.]  [12:  Revelation 6:1-8, Holy Bible, New International Reader’s Version, (London: Hodder & Staughton, 2011).]  [13:  Steven T. Katz, Shlomo Biderman and Gershon Greenberg (eds.), Wrestling with God: Jewish Theological Responses during and after the Holocaust, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007).] 


An additional area of medieval Christianity that changed as a result of the Black Death was the material delivered in sermons and in physical religious literature. Healy writes in Fictions of Disease in Early Modern England: Bodies, Plagues and Politics[footnoteRef:14] that medieval church sermons adapted to the circumstances that society found itself in. Church attendees listened to sermons that were filled with ‘vivid images of personified plague’[footnoteRef:15], and the population of London at the time of the Great Plague (in the 1600s[footnoteRef:16]) were also delivered sermons with terrifying descriptive warnings linking the disease and religion.  [14:  Margaret Healy, Fictions of Disease in Early Modern England: Bodies, Plagues and Politics, (Hampshire: Palgrave, 2001). ]  [15:  Ibid, p. 56.]  [16:  The National Archives, Great Plague of 1665-1666 (n.d.) [online] Available: http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/great-plague/. ] 


Another religion present in medieval times that was affected significantly due to the Black Death is Judaism. It is interesting to note that Jewish people suffered at the hands of anger from certain Christian folk, rather than because of the plague. Berel Wein explains that Jewish peoples across the continents were much less affected by the plague than their gentile counterparts due to their good sanitary conditions and hygiene levels[footnoteRef:17]. Jews were directed to wash their hands multiple times a day after eating and using the bathroom, meaning that many less harmful bacteria were being spread via human contact. Wein further describes the consequences of the Jews being significantly less harmed by the Black Death. It was believed that the illness and death ravaging the continent was caused by the Jews, allegedly poisoning the wells of Christians[footnoteRef:18]. Although the Christian church denounced the idea of Jewish well-poisoning[footnoteRef:19], it was essentially ignored by enraged members of the population. As a result of such accusations, Christians reacted by committing massacres across Europe against the Jews in anger[footnoteRef:20]. Wein highlights that one town called Worms (in south Germany) saw its entire Jewish population commit mass suicide[footnoteRef:21] as a result of the hatred directed at them. Although not an academic source, Wikipedia states that the Jewish population in this town never recovered or climbed back to its medieval population number[footnoteRef:22]. If this is a reliable claim, it shows that the anti-Semitic acts caused indirectly by the Black Death had a very significant and sad effect on European Jewish communities and cultures. Now, with modern research, we know that there is no evidence to say that the Jews were actually poisoning any wells, and that the Black Death was spread so quickly due to people living in squalor and close conditions with very poor hygiene standards compared to the Jews. However, it can be considered that the anti-Semitic acts committed during the age of the Black Death have assisted in the rise of anti-Semitic feelings across Europe in the twentieth- and twenty-first centuries. The Jewish organisation Chabad has said that the medieval myths about Jewish well poisoning, alongside other fictional accusations, were ‘modernised’[footnoteRef:23] by the Nazi party, giving them prevalence to the anti-Semitic communities during World War Two. When this claim is considered, it can be said that the Black Plague significantly affected medieval culture as it saw a rise in cruel anti-Semitic sentiments and crimes. [17:  Jewish History, The Black Death (2012) [online] Available: http://www.jewishhistory.org/the-black-death/.]  [18:  Ibid. ]  [19:  Robert Chazan, Reassessing Jewish Life in Medieval Europe, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), p. 190.]  [20:  Fordham University, Jewish History Sourcebook: The Black Death and the Jews 1348-1349 CE (1998) [online] Available: https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/jewish/1348-jewsblackdeath.asp.]  [21:  Jewish History, The Black Death (2012) [online] Available: http://www.jewishhistory.org/the-black-death/. ]  [22:  Wikipedia, Worms Germany (2017) [online] Available: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Worms,_Germany#Middle_Ages.]  [23:  Chabad, 10 Anti-Semitic Myths (n.d.) [online] Available: http://www.chabad.org/library/article_cdo/aid/2617031/jewish/10-Anti-Semitic-Myths.htm.] 


A very significant effect of the Black Death on medieval society was that it posed a problem to the religious population in that they had no time to prepare their soul for the afterlife. There are three strains of the Black Death (pneumonic, septicemic and bubonic), and they had an appallingly short life expectancy; Robert of Avesbury, a London resident during the pandemic, wrote that ‘those marked for death were scarcely permitted to live longer than three or four days’[footnoteRef:24]. Donald F. Duclow writes that the specific literature and art on the ‘art of a good death’ appeared after the Black Death[footnoteRef:25]. True, the well-known ars moriendi literature and works of art were produced years after the scourge of the Black Death[footnoteRef:26], but the appearance and content of such cultural works can clearly be linked to the disease.  [24:  Adam Murimuth and Robert of Avesbury, Adae Murimuth Continuatio chronicarum; Robertus de Avebury De gestis mirabilius regis Edwardii tertii., (London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1889).]  [25:  Donald F. Duclow, Dying Well: The Ars moriendi and the Dormition of the Virgin, eds. Edelgard E. DuBruck and Barbara J. Gusick (New York: Peter Lang, 1999), pp.379-429.]  [26:  Bodleian Libraries, Ars moriendi-The Art of Dying (2013) [online] Available:  http://bav.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/news/ars-moriendi-the-art-of-dying ] 


Lydia Dugdale explains the arrival of the ars moriendi literature: ‘as the death toll mounted and traditional social structures disintegrated, the Catholic Church responded with advice to laypeople on procedures, protocols, and prayers for the dying’[footnoteRef:27]. As previously mentioned, members of the clergy were not themselves immune to the plague. Being in close contact with the dying population meant that they were susceptible to the disease, meaning that clergymen died in high numbers. The literature on how to have a good death served as substitute guidelines and prayers for lay priests[footnoteRef:28]. People died very quickly after catching the Black Death, and so rites and prayers for the soul had to be said swiftly while the afflicted was still alive. The Black Death significantly impacted the medieval cultural notions of preparing for death and cleansing the soul prior to judgement. Death was arguably abrupt, and Christians worried that they had not done enough repentance and prayer for them to be accepted into Heaven. Otter presents a slightly different idea of the purpose of the ars moriendi (as quoted in Reinis): ‘the ars moriendi taught that Christians were to spend their life preparing for death, but stopped short of assuring them salvation’[footnoteRef:29]. Here Otter says that it was a life-long dedication to prepare for death, but the Black Death highlighted that death was not always an event to be prepared for. The plague caused a significant enough cultural shift so that a movement of literature and artwork came about. Multiple versions of wood carvings and translations of the original ars moriendi literature was produced in different countries and languages, so the impact of the plague was felt deeply. [27:  Lydia Dugdale, ‘The Art of Dying Well.’, The Hastings Center Report, Vol. 40(6), (2010), pp. 22–24. ]  [28:  Ibid, p. 23.]  [29:  Austra Reinis, Reforming the Art of Dying: The Ars Moriendi in the German Reformation (1519-1528), (Ashgate: Hampshire Publishing, Ltd., 2007), p. 234. ] 


Donald F. Duclow also remarks in his journal article that the Black Death resulted in medieval folk focusing less on the idea of a mass judgement of souls at the Apocalypse, and more on an individual judgement at the time of death – which led to the increased practice of better preparing the individual soul before death. An early work that encompasses the medieval philosophy around sudden death and the judgments the soul shall receive at the time of death is the ‘Debate between the Body and Soul’[footnoteRef:30]. It is a very advanced philosophical story (with no named author) with the soul and the re-animated corpse of a dead sinner, arguing with each other over who was responsible for the manner and quantity of sins committed by the deceased. The connection between the Debate between the Body and Soul and the Black Death was that the literature further pushed the existential considerations of whether God judges every body and soul individually or as a collective. It also highlighted the debate of the timing of this judgement. If the personified body and soul were quarrelling about the nature of the sins after the body had died, then the judgement of the deceased would not yet have taken place. However, the nature of their conversation, focussed on the sins of the dead individual, is a different form of judgment. The judgment comes not from God but from the body and soul of the deceased, showing heightened awareness of the sins. This notion helps to strengthen the idea of an individual judgment taking place after death rather than a collective. It also would have assisted the thinking behind living a better life in order to receive a positive judgment and be sent to Heaven.  [30:  Washington University in St. Louis, Transmission as Revision: The Debate between the Body and the Soul (2006) [online] Available: http://digital.wustl.edu/r/revision/Debate_Transmission/manuscripts.html. ] 


The population of Europe during this time did not just believe the Black Death was a construct from God as a result of living in sin, they did also put practical measures into place to combat the disease. These measures may seem futile and uneducated to us now, but they were timely solutions. As well as trying to combat the Black Death with religious action and philosophical thought, scientific methods of treatment were also implemented. For example, citizens of Italian port towns like Venice recognised to some extent that the plague was highly contagious, and so they exercised a quarantine to stop the spread[footnoteRef:31]. This measure was ineffective however, as the disease spread quicker than people thought, and there was also confusion as the how the disease actually did spread; whether it was airborne, spread via human contact, or whether everyone would be struck down simply as a result of living a sinful life. People also believed that there were sensory causes linked to the plague – that bad smells and ‘unpure’ air caused people to fall ill. To fight this, people wore sweet-smelling flowers and herbs around their necks to keep the air around them pure[footnoteRef:32]. Additionally, as described earlier, members of the clergy were given medical training in order to help them look after plague victims. This alone shows a significance of the severity of the disease as extra people, aside from doctors, were recruited to aid the sick and dying. However, the wave of the Black Death contributed relatively little to the development of science. This is evident from their lack of understanding of what the disease actually was – it has taken centuries for scientists to reach the conclusion that the strain Yersinia pestis was really to blame[footnoteRef:33]. In 1894, a scientist named Yersin discovered the bacteria that was responsible for the Black Death, and that fleas and rats played a huge role in the spread of the disease[footnoteRef:34]. The date of this discovery shows that medieval science and medicine were severely underdeveloped and would simply not have been able to cure victims. Overall, in regard to science, the Black Death had a huge significance to people confronting what could be the root cause and the solution to the disease, but, there were no significant breakthroughs in medicine as people saw religious atonement as both the cause and the cure. [31:  Science Museum, The Black Death and early public health measures (n.d.) [online] Available: http://broughttolife.sciencemuseum.org.uk/broughttolife/themes/publichealth/blackdeath.]  [32:  Ibid. ]  [33:  BBC, Black Death (2011) [online] Available: http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/middle_ages/black_01.shtml. ]  [34:  T Butler, ‘Plague history: Yersin’s discovery of the causative bacterium in 1894 enabled, in the subsequent century, scientiﬁc progress in understanding the disease and the development of treatments and vaccines’, Clinical Microbiology and Infection, Vol. 20(3), (2014), pp. 202-209.
 ] 


Looking back on all of the information and scholarship presented, it is evident that the Black Death had a significant impact on medieval religion and culture. Although the core beliefs of Christianity in Europe stayed the same after the pandemic, and people were still very much devoted to God, the disease sparked a new wave of artistic, creative material and philosophy that has prominence today; such as the debate over a separate body and soul. The impact that the Black Death had on medieval society still resonates today, and the cultural material that was generated during the medieval era as a result of the disease, helps us to understand the scale of the significance. It is difficult to assess the significance in some respects – with an unsolved historians’ debate on the numbers of people that succumbed to the Black Death, we cannot know for sure the significance on individual communities across Europe. However, the material produced during and after the second wave of the plague shows that the plague truly did prompt some significant existential and thoughtful developments in medieval society.  
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