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

Following the Black Death within Medieval Europe, an epidemic that spanned the mid 14th Century; there were differing effects to both religious and cultural aspects of society, following such a swift decline in the population.
 This decline following the epidemic would have undoubtedly shaped behaviour around the dead such as rituals and sermons as well as medieval attitudes towards the afterlife. This essay will therefore explore how significant these effects and changes following and during the plague were and in doing so answering the question, how significant were the effects of the Black Death on Medieval religion and culture. 

In addressing key areas within medieval society, which include, the population and its decline following the outbreak, how the economy was effected as well as local industry following the decline in the workforce and the development of Medicine and healthcare practice during this period, in order to assess in what capacity and to what extent the Black Death affected religion and culture within Medieval Europe. The period of assessment to ascertain the Black Death’s effect will contain the early years of the outbreak and it’s duration as well as the immediate years post the Black Death. From this period, the essay will put into question whether these changes are significant and long-lasting and lead to our later understanding of medieval communities and Christianity or whether these affects were only minor.
It can be argued that one of the most significant effects of the Black Death was the swift decline of the population of Medieval Europe, with an estimated mortality rate varying, from one third to around half, according Putnam.
 This heavy loss of population would have undoubtedly affected several key aspects of Community and culture as well as attitudes towards death within medieval Europe. Following such high mortality rate, the first aspect to consider is the effect at a local level within the intermediating years of the epidemic with both victims of the Black Death as well as considering the effect of those who fled infected areas,
 this loss would have left these communal centres leaving them little work force . This lack of work force following the epidemic would have led to a disruption of village life and tradition, therefore it can be argued that local culture can be said to have suffered as an immediate significant effect of the Black Death following such a population decline.
Additionally another aspect to consider is that because of the acute lack of labourers during and after the Black Death this had a widespread effect towards the economy and industry throughout Medieval Europe. These effects lead to the rise of wages and the reduction of rent as argued by historian Putnam, who states ‘It is an excepted fact that immediately after the plague there was an extra-ordinary and unprecedented rise in wages and prices.’ 
 This argument follows the revisionist debate, that that the epidemic shifted additional powers and freedoms towards the poor working class of Medieval Europe allowing them to have in theory at least some economic benefits from the Black Death. However aligning with post-revisionists, it can be argued, that the economic aspects of the plague that effected culture, which included increased benefits for the working poor were short lived and any power that they may seemed in theory to gain from the low levels of workforce did little to change their overall condition, in later years after the Black Death. This is suggested by Wickham who states that ‘the European economy was not devastated by the Black Death’ corresponding to the debate that the Black Death did little in effecting Medieval society overall, as Wickham highlights that economical aspects of the Black Death did not significantly affect medieval culture or bring benefits that were long-lasting.

An additional aspect to consider is the inability to transport goods easily and effectively within Europe following the Black Death. Due to various factors such as a the high mortality rate, led communities and countries such as medieval England to become more inward focused, an example of this cultural change within medieval England it that measures were devised by members of the local church in order to contain the spread of the disease.
 These measures included the movement of church practices to an outdoor amphitheatre thus allowing greater distance between churchgoers in order to limit the spread of disease, as well as village containment, thus little trade nor travel was permitted;
 this limited social interaction, local culture within Eyam, displaying an effect of the Black Death within this example as well as these village measures highlight the lengths at which the Black Death changed communal life and social gatherings within the whole medieval England, therefore it can be devised that the plague affected local culture and Religion.
Following the aspect that the Black Death brought communities greater enclosed and were less able to travel during this outbreak within Europe, this would have ensured focus of the development of industry within individual communities and within Countries, as historian Wickham states, ‘England turned from the export of wool to the production and export of woollen cloth, partly cutting out the Flemish producers’
 thus English culture surrounding industry can be said to have developed because of the Black Death this is therefore another example whereby the epidemic significantly affected culture for the long-term.
A further aspect to consider, following the Black Death is that it produced an awareness of death within popular culture, which developed attitudes and an acceptance of mortality within the minds of those within the medieval period in Europe. This affect within popular culture can be said to have been long-lasting having brought ideas of the afterlife and death as key remit of discussion within artwork and literature for some time, such examples include the ‘Ars moriendi’ dated approximately the year 1450.
 The Ars Moriendi is a text that advices the reader into the concept and protocols for a good death as historian Atkinson agues, ‘[the plague] confirmed the tenuous hold one had over life’ he suggests that the epidemic give an awareness of the ones own mortality within minds of the medieval people, translated to artworks with the subject matter becoming increasingly frequent after the black death suggesting culture surrounding mortality had changed and was long-lasting.
 
Other such examples seemingly influenced by such an awareness of mortality is the theme of The Danse macabre and The encounter of the three living and the three dead whereby death is personified by the depiction of highly animated corpses leading or engaging with a person within setting of the artwork, such as the Parisian Book of hours, dated 1435 and  named The duke, Danse macabre medallion,
  The existence of such artworks that were created around the remit of death and relating to ideas of the afterlife several years after the Black Death had swept Europe displays that a popular culture surrounding human mortality had developed therefore suggesting that the epidemic had significant and lasting effects to popular culture.
Another aspect of the Black Death was the change in behaviour around the deceased, with a decline of rituals and sermons following the outbreak of the disease,
 this displays significant changes in religious culture and church practice. Additionally, the movement from communal sentiment in the behaviour around the medieval deceased, to that of individual precedence gives an insight into Religious response and sentiment following the epidemic. This transition is displayed best within the text The Decameron of Giovanni Boccaccio. Giovanni describes that both tradition and culture remained somewhat unchanged towards the early victims of the epidemic, with friends and neighbours who would often ‘assemble before the door, with many of the citizens and kindred… the dead body was carried in comely manner on men's shoulders, with funeral pomp of torchlight and singing’
 this displays the communal sentiment towards the deceased victims of disease. However in later years this is sentiment changed as Giovanni continues on to express; that after the fury of the pestilence began to increase other new customs came in their place and that very few also would accompany the body to the grave.
 This change and development within Giovanni’s text displays that within later years there was a stark transition within the behaviour around corpses and with the lack of Christian activities surrounding the deceased highlights that both Religious culture and communal tradition was greatly affected by the Black Death.

Following the change in behaviour around the corpses, a change instigated by the increased number of victims during the height of the Black Death, there was the development of occupations and professions such as grave makers and coffin bearers; these changes arose from the transition of communal sentiment and tradition 
. The development of professions following the Black Death is yet another example that the plague did significantly affect cultural aspects within Medieval European society, which persisted long after the plague. Also in light of this; it suggests that the plague did affect cultural behaviour and tradition around the deceased.
Another aspect to consider that was fundamental to medieval society is the state of medicine, exploring the development of medicine during the Black Death feeds into the attitudes towards both Religion and Culture in light of the epidemic. Following the changes within Medicine, in both common attitudes towards medieval treatments and within medical practice itself, will uncover what affect the epidemic had upon this aspect of culture.

 Arguably medicine is a key area which was affected by the Black Death, with changes surrounding the use of family priests, whereby the relation between patient and medieval practitioner was strained during devastation of the epidemic. This statement is supported by historian Nohl; who writes ‘they did not venture to visit patients, and if they did could earn no fee’
 suggesting that family priests and others of the medical profession during this period were unable to perform effective treatments and fulfil public need. This inability of the local church to heal the diseased can be said to have lead to a change in culture surrounding medical practice, as the medieval population accepted other forms of treatments. This movement from primarily religious cures and treatments to disease to alternatives highlight that Black Death had a significant affect to both Religion and culture because the epidemic brought on the pursuit of other treatments separate from the church.
Exploring one of these alternative forms of treatment which developed within the medieval society during this time is the use of talismans and amulets which during the plague ‘were worn by nearly everyone.’
 These objects became increasingly used as another form of treatment and as a preventative measure against illness during the Black Death; this highlights another cultural affect of the Black Death. Although it can be argued that this aspect of the Black Death did not significantly affect religion, for although amulets were a popular alternative to typical Christian methods such as prayer and attending sermons these amulets and talismans were endorsed by the church as Pope Hadrian VI is reported to have worn one, therefore this popular plague treatment could not have undermined Christian sentiment or affected religion greatly.
 Therefore highlighting that despite a clear movement towards other treatments within popular culture, following the outbreak of the Black Death, this did little to affect religion.
Another aspect of the Black Death to explore is groups that branched from Christianity which can be considered a treatment following the epidemic outbreak. These groups undoubtedly highlight the effect of the Black Death upon Religion. Through the specific example of a group named the flagellants, who were developed from a cultural change brought about in the desperation during the Black Death highlight the effect to religion. For they were founded on the belief that by whipping themselves they could achieve repentance which was to be attributed to the whole of humanity therefore counteracting god’s wrath and thus putting an end to the plague.
 The rising of such a cult, as a branch of Christianity displays how the epidemic affected religion suggesting the crisis brought into question current forms of practice in regards to the church with the lack of local level aid from the church as an institution displayed by the inability of family priests.
In conclusion this essay explored the effects of the Black Death, from in its initial stages, the duration of the epidemic and in the following years after the outbreak, both immediate and much later. Therefore following the assessment and in answering the question how significant were the effects of the Black Death to medieval Europe’s Religion and culture, it can be argued that in answering this question several aspects must be considered. Such considerations include the economy, the Medical profession, the population and common behaviour and practices especially with regards to traditional behaviour around the deceased. The Black Death epidemic changed and developed these aspects in varying degrees and therefore in turn significantly affected Christianity and Culture. 
From the aspect of the medieval economy the Black Death brought increased benefits to the poor working class as there was fewer work forces following the high mortality rate allowing them to obtain lower rents and higher wages, this would have undoubtedly affected popular culture significantly, however this was short lived and any power the working poor may seemed in theory to gain from the low levels of workforce did little to change the society in which they lived overall. Therefore following this argument the Black Death in the aspect of the medieval economy and therefore the effect upon culture was minor. 
From the aspect of medical developments which affected culture and religion following the epidemic, these can be considered significant, with the decline of family priests following their inability to treat the Black Death, this led to the pursuit of alternative methods. From this Amulets and Talismans became favourable preventatives which brought about Religious changes.  The Black Death as having brought about the decline of sermons and services suggests that the plague significantly affected religious culture.  Further evidence that the plague effected Christianity was the development of cults such as the flagellants that were independent of the church. 
Additionally following the Black Death an aspect of behaviour and tradition surrounding the deceased changed with a movement from that of communal sentiment to that of individual precaution, which led to a the development in professions such as gave makers and coffin bearers, thus the plague effected culture yet again.
Therefore overall it can be argued the Black Death greatly affected areas of Religion and Culture, with changes and development to different aspects of society, some were long-lasting and some minor in comparison. These in analysed singularly were not greatly damaging or changing to Culture nor Religion, but together these aspects, population decline, profession development and the economy build a picture of change within medieval Europe’s culture and Religion.
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