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This is a work of popular history. It is built on the public record of the Black Death — the chronicles of those who lived through it, the plague tractates of its physicians, the parish and manorial rolls that counted the dead, and the work of historians and scientists such as Philip Ziegler, Ole J. Benedictow, John Kelly, Barbara Tuchman, Samuel K. Cohn, Monica Green, and the geneticists who, in our own century, finally read the killer’s name in the teeth of its victims. It does not invent events or put words into mouths that the record does not support. Where a figure is disputed, where a familiar story turns out to be a myth, or where the evidence simply runs out, the text says so plainly. The plague killed on a scale that defeats precise counting; many of the numbers in this book are the careful estimates of scholars, and are named as such.



For the unnumbered dead of the Great Mortality — and for those who stayed to bury them.




“And no bells tolled, and nobody wept no matter what his loss, because almost everyone expected death… And people said and believed, ‘This is the end of the world.’” — Agnolo di Tura, The Plague in Siena, 1348




“How many valiant men, how many fair ladies, breakfasted with their kinfolk and that same night supped with their ancestors in the next world!” — Giovanni Boccaccio, The Decameron, c. 1353







A Note on a Name, and on What This Book Is About

The people who endured this catastrophe did not call it the Black Death. To them it was simply the pestilence, the great mortality, the great death — in Latin pestis, pestilentia, magna mortalitas. The grim, memorable name we use was fixed in English only in the eighteenth century, a translation of a Scandinavian phrase, den sorte død, “the black death.” It is an anachronism, but a useful one, and this book uses it as everyone now does: to mean the specific, world-changing outbreak that crossed Eurasia and Europe between roughly 1346 and 1353, the opening catastrophe of what scientists call the Second Plague Pandemic.

A second caution, about numbers and certainty. Almost every important question about the Black Death — where it began, how exactly it spread from person to person, how many it killed — is still argued over by serious people. This book does not pretend those arguments are settled. It will tell you what the best current evidence suggests, including the dramatic genetic findings of the last fifteen years; it will also tell you where reasonable scholars disagree, and where the honest answer is that we do not know. The plague is a better story, not a worse one, for being told truthfully.





A Map in Words

Picture the disaster not as a single black cloud over Europe but as a thing that moved, and can be tracked. It gathers first in the high grasslands of Central Asia, in the burrows of wild rodents in the shadow of the Tian Shan mountains, where a bacterium has lived for thousands of years. In the 1330s it stirs. It travels the long roads of the Mongol empires and the caravan routes of the Silk Road westward, until it reaches the Black Sea and a besieged Genoese trading post called Caffa. From there it boards ship. In the autumn of 1347 it lands at Messina in Sicily, and then it pours outward along the busiest arteries of the medieval world — the sea-lanes of the Mediterranean, the pilgrim roads, the rivers, the wool routes — striking Italy and the south of France, then Spain, then up through France to England in 1348, then onward into the German lands, Scandinavia, the Baltic, and at last Russia by 1353. Wherever it goes it kills in weeks what it took generations to build. Behind it, when the dying finally slows, it leaves an emptied continent — fewer people, abandoned villages, masterless land, surviving laborers who suddenly cannot be ignored — and a civilization that will never again be quite so sure of God, of its doctors, or of the permanence of the world it had inherited.







Introduction — The Year the World Ended

In the spring of 1348, a Sienese shoemaker named Agnolo di Tura sat down to record what was happening to his city, and found that ordinary language was not equal to it. The pestilence had come, he wrote, and it killed so fast and so widely that there were not enough living to bury the dead. People fell sick and died within days, their bodies swelling with grotesque tumors in the groin and under the arms. Families fled from one another; the sick were abandoned by those who loved them best. Great pits were dug and filled with hundreds of corpses, layered like lasagne, a little earth thrown between, until the pits were full and more were dug. Then comes the sentence that has echoed down nearly seven centuries, because it carries a private grief that no chronicle is supposed to admit. “And I, Agnolo di Tura, called the Fat,” he wrote, “buried my five children with my own hands.” He adds, almost numbly, that he was not alone: so many died that all believed it was the end of the world.

He was wrong about the end of the world, but only just. By the time the Black Death finished its first passage across Europe, somewhere between a third and a half of the people on the continent were dead — a toll so vast that historians still cannot count it, and reach instead for ranges: perhaps twenty-five million in Europe alone, perhaps fifty million, perhaps as many as a hundred million or more across the whole of Eurasia, the largest mortality event in the recorded history of the human species. No war has ever matched it. No famine, no flood, no other plague. In four or five years a microbe did what no army could, and emptied a civilization.

This book is the story of that catastrophe: where it came from, how it travelled, how it killed, how the people in its path tried to understand and survive it, and what kind of world it left behind. It is, by its nature, a book full of death. But it is not, in the end, only a book about dying. The Black Death is one of history’s great hinges, the place where one age visibly cracks and another begins to show through. The medieval order that the plague found in 1347 — its faith in a watchful and explicable God, its confidence in the learned medicine of the universities, its rigid bonds of lord and serf, its sense that the structure of society was the permanent will of heaven — would not survive the encounter intact. Out of the graves came something we can recognize as the beginning of the modern world.

For a long time the plague’s deepest mysteries seemed beyond recovery. What, precisely, was the disease? For centuries no one could be sure. Where did it begin? The chronicles pointed vaguely “to the East,” and there the trail went cold. How did it move from one human being to the next — by the bite of a flea carried on a rat, as the textbooks long insisted, or by some faster, more human route that the rat-and-flea model cannot explain? These were not idle questions; they shaped how every later generation prepared, or failed to prepare, for the next pandemic. And in our own century, astonishingly, several of them have been answered. In 2011 scientists reconstructed the entire genome of the killer from the teeth of victims buried in a London plague pit, confirming beyond doubt that the agent was the bacterium Yersinia pestis. In 2022 a team reading ancient DNA from two small cemeteries in the mountains of what is now Kyrgyzstan pinned down, at long last, where and roughly when the Black Death began. We can now tell parts of this story with a precision that would have astonished every historian who came before.

And yet the science has not flattened the human drama; it has deepened it. Knowing the name of the bacterium does not lessen the horror of the bubo, or the courage of the surgeon who stayed in plague-struck Avignon when others ran, or the moral catastrophe of the townsmen who decided that the pestilence must be the work of poisoners and burned their Jewish neighbours alive. The Black Death is a story of microbes and trade routes, but it is also a story of faith and panic, of cruelty and astonishing endurance, of how human beings behave when the world they trusted comes apart in their hands. We have lately had our own reminder, milder but unmistakable, of how that feels.

A note on how the book is built. It moves, broadly, in the order the plague itself moved. The first part sets the stage: the crowded, hungry, devout Europe that the pestilence found, and the way medieval people already understood the body and disease. The next parts trace the plague out of Central Asia, across the Black Sea, and into Christendom — Sicily, Italy, France, Spain, England, Germany, the North, and the East — and then turn to look the disease full in the face: its symptoms, its forms, and the impossible arithmetic of its dead. From there the book follows the human response: the reckoning with heaven, the hunt for someone to blame, the doctors’ doomed war against an enemy they could not see, and the first stirrings of what we would now call public health. The final parts follow the long aftermath — the emptied world, the revolution in the value of human labor, the slow death of serfdom, the haunted new art and literature of a traumatized people — and the centuries of recurring plague that followed, down to the laboratory in Hong Kong and the genome in the test tube where the mystery was at last unravelled.

Begin, then, where the survivors always began when they tried to explain what had hit them: not with the microbe, which they could not see, but with the world as it was on the eve of the disaster — a world that believed, with good reason, that it had already endured the worst that God could send.




Chapter 1 — A Distant Mirror: Europe Around 1300

On a clear morning around the year 1300, a traveler approaching Paris from the south would have seen, rising out of the river haze, the twin towers of Notre-Dame and behind them a city packed with perhaps two hundred thousand souls — the largest city in Latin Christendom and one of the most crowded places in the Western world. The cathedral itself was barely a generation past completion, its flying buttresses still pale against the soot, its rose windows blazing when the sun struck them. To stand beneath that vault was to stand inside an argument made of stone: an argument that the universe was ordered, that God could be reasoned toward, that human hands could raise something close to heaven. A man born in the year of the conquest of England in 1066 would not have recognized this Europe. In the space of two and a half centuries it had transformed itself almost beyond knowing.

To grasp the density of that Paris, it helps to hold a single number in mind. When the crown’s tax men drew up a survey of the city near the turn of the century — the famous taille rolls of the 1290s, which list householders trade by trade and street by street — they recorded a metropolis of dyers and drapers, goldsmiths and glovers, water-carriers and money-changers, crammed onto the island in the Seine and spilling across both banks. No other place north of the Alps came close. Only a handful of Italian cities — Venice, Genoa, Milan, Florence — could rival it, and each of those held perhaps a hundred thousand people at most. The overwhelming majority of Europeans, nineteen in twenty or more, still lived on the land and would live and die within a day’s walk of where they were born. But the cities were where the age announced itself, and Paris announced it loudest.

This is the world the plague would find, and it is worth lingering on it before the darkness, because the catastrophe to come takes its full measure only against the height from which it fell. The medievalist Barbara Tuchman once called the fourteenth century a “distant mirror” — a violent, troubled age in which a later, equally troubled era might recognize its own face. But to understand the calamity, one must first see the confidence that preceded it. Around 1300, Latin Europe was at a peak it would not see again for two hundred years, and the people living through it had every reason to believe the climb would continue.

The numbers, insofar as we can reconstruct them, are striking. Europe’s population had swelled to perhaps seventy-five or eighty million people — figures that remain estimates, extrapolated by historians from scattered tax rolls, manorial surveys, and the great English census of 1086 known as the Domesday Book, with no reliable count between that survey and the English poll tax of 1377. One widely cited reconstruction puts the continent’s total near seventy-four million at its early-fourteenth-century crest, roughly five times the perhaps fourteen or fifteen million who had lived there around the year 600, in the long trough after Rome’s collapse. Whatever the exact total, the trend is not in doubt. Three centuries of growth had filled the land. Forests that had once swallowed whole provinces had been cut back; marshes drained; new villages planted in clearings that bore names still meaning “the assart,” “the new town,” “the stump.” Where the Roman road system had decayed into mud, new towns had sprung up at river crossings and along pilgrim routes, and old Roman cities had revived and burst their ancient walls. In England alone, historians estimate the population had climbed from something under two million at Domesday to perhaps five or six million by 1300 — a level the country would not reach again until the reign of the Tudors, more than two centuries and one great pestilence later.

Behind this expansion lay what scholars have come to call the Commercial Revolution — a quiet but profound reorganization of European economic life between roughly the eleventh and fourteenth centuries. Money, which had nearly vanished from daily transactions in the early medieval centuries, returned to circulation. Italian bankers in Florence, Siena, and Genoa developed instruments that would have astonished their grandfathers: bills of exchange that moved value across borders without moving a single coin, double-entry bookkeeping, partnerships that pooled capital and shared risk, marine insurance against the perils of the sea. The great fairs of Champagne in northern France became clearinghouses for the whole continent, a rolling cycle of six fairs held in four towns — Lagny, Bar-sur-Aube, Provins, and Troyes — that ran nearly the year round, each opening as the last one closed, so that a merchant could follow the circuit from town to town and settle the accounts of half a nation in a single season. There Flemish wool cloth met Mediterranean spices, and it is no accident that the unit in which cloth was measured across much of Europe, the “troy” weight still used for precious metals today, took its name from Troyes, one of those fairground towns. Venice and Genoa fought for mastery of the eastern trade, their galleys threading the Aegean to Constantinople and beyond, returning with pepper and silk that had begun their journey in lands the merchants could scarcely imagine. The black-robed bankers of Florence financed kings and popes alike, and the Florentine gold florin — first struck in 1252, its design of Saint John the Baptist and the city’s lily unchanged for nearly three centuries — became so trusted that by the fourteenth century some hundred and fifty states and cities minted their own imitations of it. A florin would be honored in any market from London to Cairo.

It was, above all, a confident civilization. Latin Christendom in 1300 understood itself as a single body — fractious, quarrelsome, perpetually at war with itself, but unified by a common faith, a common learned language, and a common conviction that it stood at the center of God’s plan. The Church reached into every life from baptism to burial. New universities at Paris, Bologna, Oxford, and elsewhere were recovering the lost philosophy of Aristotle, smuggled back into Europe through Arabic translations made in the multicultural workshops of Toledo and Sicily, and scholars labored to reconcile pagan reason with Christian revelation in great cathedrals of argument no less ambitious than the cathedrals of stone. Thomas Aquinas had died only a quarter-century before, in 1274, leaving behind a synthesis so total that it seemed the whole of reality had been mapped. The friars — Franciscans in their gray, Dominicans in their black and white — preached in the new towns and carried learning to the far corners of the known world. One of them, the Franciscan William of Rubruck, had already made the staggering overland journey to the Mongol court at Karakoram and back in the 1250s, dining with the Great Khan and returning to write it all down; another, John of Montecorvino, would die around 1328 as the first Catholic archbishop of Beijing, having baptized converts at the eastern edge of Asia. Crusading fervor, though dimmed by the loss of Acre and the last mainland foothold in the Holy Land in 1291, had not died. Europe knew what it believed and believed it knew nearly everything that mattered.

Here it is worth pausing to correct a picture that still clings stubbornly to the phrase “the Middle Ages.” We tend to imagine the medieval centuries as static, ignorant, and grimly dark — a long intermission between the glory of Rome and the light of the Renaissance. The people of 1300 would have found that description bewildering. Theirs was an age of relentless innovation: the mechanical clock, the spinning wheel, the blast furnace, spectacles for failing eyes, the compass and the sternpost rudder that were beginning to turn sea travel from guesswork into navigation, all appeared or spread across these very generations. The soaring Gothic cathedrals were not the work of a superstitious and helpless people but of confident engineers who understood, in their bones and their geometry, how to counter thrust with counter-thrust and pile stone impossibly high. If we picture the men and women of 1300 as cowering in the dark, we mistake them entirely. They were building, trading, arguing, and reaching outward with a vigor that had every appearance of permanence.

Nowhere was the age’s confidence more visible than in its art and its letters, which were undergoing a quiet revolution of their own in the very decades before the plague. In the north Italian city of Padua, around 1305, the painter Giotto di Bondone covered the walls of a small chapel with frescoes of such tender, weighty humanity — figures with real bodies and real grief, a Virgin who mourns like an actual mother — that later generations would date the birth of Western painting to his hand. In the same generation Dante Alighieri, exiled from his beloved Florence, was composing in the everyday Italian of the streets rather than the Latin of the schools the vast poem that would come to be called the Divine Comedy, finishing it shortly before his death in 1321. These were not the works of a frightened or exhausted civilization. They were the works of a culture at flood tide, sure enough of itself to reinvent how a face could be painted and what language a masterpiece could be written in. It is against this brightness — Giotto’s colors barely dry, Dante’s verses newly copied — that the shadow to come must be measured.

And yet — and here is the irony at the heart of this chapter — the structure was brittle beneath the confidence. The very success that had filled the land had also stretched it taut. A society can grow only so far on a fixed amount of arable soil before it begins to live too close to the bone, and by 1300 the warning signs were legible to anyone who cared to read them. Land that should never have felt the plough had been broken anyway, because there were too many mouths and too few acres. Holdings shrank as they were divided among sons. Bread prices climbed in bad years to levels that put hunger within sight of ordinary families. The long spell of mild weather that historians call the Medieval Warm Period — which had lengthened growing seasons and let vineyards flourish in England and grain ripen farther north than it had any business ripening — was drawing, imperceptibly, to a close. The climate was beginning to turn cooler and wetter, though no one living could yet have named the change.

Think of the whole edifice as a magnificent house built out to the very margins of its lot, every room occupied, every beam bearing weight, nothing left over. In fine weather it is the envy of the neighborhood. But it has no spare room, no cushion, no slack in any joist; and a structure loaded to its limit does not bend gracefully when the storm comes. It stands, and stands, and then all at once it does not. That, in a single image, is Europe on the eve of the calamity: not decaying, not doomed, but loaded to capacity and utterly without reserve.

There were human fractures, too. Kings were learning to tax and to wage war on a scale their predecessors could not have afforded, and the strains between France and England that would soon erupt into the long agony of the Hundred Years’ War were already accumulating. The papacy, that supposed rock of unity, offers the sharpest emblem of the coming instability: in 1303 agents of the French king Philip the Fair laid violent hands on Pope Boniface VIII at the town of Anagni, an assault so shocking that the aged pontiff died within weeks, and within a few years the popes had picked themselves up and moved from Rome to the southern French city of Avignon, where they would sit under the long shadow of the French crown for most of the coming century. The banking houses that financed everything carried, in their ledgers, the loans to monarchs that could ruin them overnight if a king chose not to repay — as the Florentine houses of the Bardi and the Peruzzi would learn to their destruction in the 1340s, when the English king Edward III defaulted on debts that ran to hundreds of thousands of florins and dragged the greatest financial firms in Europe down with him. Beneath the soaring vaults and the gold florins and the confident syllogisms ran a thousand hairline cracks.

None of this was visible as catastrophe to the people who lived inside it. They saw a busy, prosperous, devout, and crowded world — a world that had been getting steadily better, by most measures, for longer than anyone could remember. That is precisely what makes their story so affecting in hindsight. They stood at the summit of a long ascent and assumed, as people at summits do, that the path led only upward. They could not see that they had filled their world to its outermost edge, and that a society pressed so hard against its limits has nowhere to absorb a shock when one arrives.

We meet the ghost of this vanished confidence more often than we realize. When a tourist today cranes upward beneath the vault of a Gothic cathedral — at Chartres, at Cologne, at the rebuilt Notre-Dame — the sheer ambition of the thing still stops the breath, and that is exactly the effect its builders intended. The banking terms we still use, from “bank” itself (the Italian banca, the money-changer’s bench) to the very idea of a bill of exchange, are the direct descendants of instruments invented in these decades. Even the phrase “in the black” and “in the red,” the bones of modern accounting, reach back toward the double-entry ledgers of the Florentine houses. The people of 1300 built the scaffolding of the commercial world we still inhabit. What they could not build was a defense against what was coming, because they did not know it was coming, and because the very things that had made them strong had also made them vulnerable in a way no one had yet learned to see.

To understand how close to that edge they truly stood, we must look harder at the land itself, and at the multiplying millions who depended on it for their daily bread.




Chapter 2 — The Crowded Earth: People, Land, and Hunger

In a village somewhere in the English Midlands around the year 1300, a peasant family might have held, at the start of the century, a yardland — perhaps thirty acres, enough to feed themselves, pay their dues to the lord, and keep a little back against a bad season. Three generations later that same bloodline, having multiplied, might be scratching a living from a handful of strips scattered across the open fields, a holding so small that a single failed harvest meant the difference between getting by and going hungry. Nothing dramatic had happened. No war had ravaged the village, no lord had seized the land. The family had simply grown, and the earth had not grown with it. Multiply that quiet arithmetic across tens of thousands of villages and you have the central, slow-moving fact of European life in the decades before the plague: there were more people than the land, farmed as medieval people knew how to farm it, could comfortably feed.

Reconstructing the population of medieval Europe is a delicate art, built from fragments. There was no census worth the name. Historians work backward from tax assessments, from manorial court rolls recording the comings and goings of tenants, from the hearth counts that some governments attempted, from the carrying capacity of land under known techniques — and they argue, often sharply, about the results. The figures in this book are estimates, and should be read as such. But the broad shape commands wide agreement. From around the year 1000 to around 1300, the population of Europe roughly doubled, and in many places did far more than that. Some regions tripled. By the time the growth crested, the continent held perhaps seventy-five to eighty million people — one careful reconstruction settles on about seventy-four million — more than it had supported under the Roman Empire at its height and more than it would hold again until the sixteenth century. England’s share of that total had swelled to perhaps five or six million, from something under two million at the Norman Conquest; parts of France, the most populous kingdom in Christendom, may have carried a rural density in their richest provinces not matched again until the eighteenth century.

This was the great medieval expansion, and for most of its course it was a story of success. It was powered, in part, by a run of relatively warm and stable weather, the Medieval Warm Period, which lengthened the growing season and pushed the frontier of cultivation north and uphill. It was powered, too, by genuine technical advance. The heavy wheeled plough, fitted with a knife-like coulter to slice the sod and a curved mouldboard to turn it clean over, drawn by teams of oxen or, increasingly, by horses fitted with a new kind of rigid padded collar that let them lean into the load without choking, could break the dense, wet clay soils of northern Europe that the light scratch-plough of the Mediterranean had never managed. The three-field system — planting one field with a winter crop such as wheat or rye, a second in spring with barley, oats, or protein-rich legumes, and leaving the third fallow to recover, then rotating each in turn — squeezed considerably more grain from the same acreage than the older two-field method, in which fully half the land lay idle every year, and it spread both the labor and the risk across the seasons. Watermills, and later windmills spinning against the flat horizons of the north, multiplied the power available to grind that grain into flour; the Domesday survey alone counted some six thousand mills in England before the year 1100, and their numbers only climbed thereafter. For a long while, more land and better tools meant more food, and more food meant more people who survived to have children of their own.

But every expansion of this kind contains the seed of its own limit, and the limit has a name. The English clergyman Thomas Malthus, writing nearly five centuries later, gave the clearest statement of the principle: population, left unchecked, tends to grow faster than the food supply that sustains it, until hunger, disease, or want forces it back into balance. Medieval Europe had no Malthus to warn it, but it lived out his logic all the same. By the late thirteenth century, the cheap and easy gains were gone. The good land was all taken. To feed the still-growing millions, peasants pushed cultivation onto ground that should never have been broken — thin upland soils, drained fens, sandy heaths, steep slopes where the rain washed the topsoil downhill faster than it could form, moorland at the edge of Dartmoor and clearings scratched from the last of the great forests. These marginal lands gave a poor return in a good year and nothing at all in a bad one, and bad years were becoming more frequent as the climate began, almost imperceptibly, to cool and to grow wetter.

There is a way to make the squeeze concrete. On the crowded manors of the English Midlands by 1300, a great many peasant holdings had shrunk to five acres or fewer — and agricultural historians reckon that a family needed something on the order of ten to fifteen acres of decent land simply to feed itself and meet its obligations through an average year. A holding of five acres, in other words, was not a farm but a slow emergency. On the bishop of Winchester’s vast estates, whose meticulous accounts survive year by year and let historians watch the pressure mount, yields of wheat hovered at a miserable three or four grains harvested for every grain sown — a return a modern farmer would find unthinkable, and one that left almost nothing over once next year’s seed was set aside. The land was being asked to do more than it could, by more people than it could carry.

To feel the human shape of this arithmetic, consider the practice of assarting — the clearing of new land from forest, fen, and waste that had driven the whole three-century expansion. In its early generations, assarting was a triumph: a younger son with strong arms could hack a farm out of the woods, and villages with names that still carry the memory — the English “-ley” of a forest clearing, the “-thwaite” of a Norse-settled paddock, the French “essarts” — sprang up across the map. But by 1300 the good clearings were long since made, and what remained to be broken was the land nobody had wanted: the high moor, the flood-prone marsh, the sour heath. On Dartmoor in the English southwest, peasants were ploughing at heights above a thousand feet, where the growing season was too short and the soil too thin to reward them; within a few generations most of these upland farms would be abandoned to the sheep and the wind, their ruined field walls still traceable today. This was expansion in its terminal phase — motion without gain, a society running to stand still, breaking ever-poorer ground to feed mouths that the better ground could no longer stretch to cover.

The pressure showed, too, in the changing terms of ordinary life. Where land was scarce and hands were many, a lord could raise his rents and stiffen his demands, for a tenant evicted from his strips had nowhere better to go and a dozen landless men stood ready to take his place. Entry fines — the payment a peasant made to take up a holding — climbed steeply on the crowded manors of the early fourteenth century, while the daily wage of a laborer, measured against the price of the bread he had to buy, sank to among the meanest levels recorded in English history. It is one of the bleak symmetries of this story that the very same crush of people which beat wages down before the plague would, once the plague had thinned those numbers, send wages soaring — the economics of scarcity running in reverse, and the survivors reaping, in higher pay and cheaper land, a grim dividend from the deaths of their neighbors. But that reversal lay a lifetime ahead. In 1300 the arrow pointed only one way, and it pointed down.

The consequences pressed down on ordinary lives in ways that the chronicles, preoccupied with kings and battles, rarely bothered to record but that the dry evidence of manorial accounts makes plain. As population rose and good land grew scarce, the price of land and of bread climbed, while the wages of those who had only their labor to sell stagnated or fell, for there was no shortage of hands. Holdings fragmented under the pressure of inheritance until a great many families held too little to feed themselves and had to hire out their labor or buy grain they could ill afford. A growing class of near-landless cottagers and laborers lived perpetually on the margin, one harvest away from destitution. Even in ordinary times, the diet of the poor — coarse bread of rye or barley, thin pottage of oats and whatever greens came to hand, weak ale, with meat a rare luxury — supplied calories enough to work but little reserve, and was often short on the nutrients that sustain a body’s defenses. Skeletal remains from the period tell the story in bone. Excavations of medieval cemeteries reveal the marks of chronic stress written into the teeth and long bones of the dead: stunted growth, and the fine horizontal grooves in tooth enamel that physicians call linear enamel hypoplasia — permanent scars laid down in childhood when a bout of starvation or fever interrupted the body’s growth. These were people who, a great many of them, had simply never had quite enough.

This is the crucial point, the one that gives this chapter its place in the larger story. By the early fourteenth century, a very large share of Europe’s population was living close to the edge of subsistence, with little or nothing in hand against disaster. The system had no slack. Picture a household that spends every penny it earns the day it arrives, carrying no savings and no insurance: for as long as the paychecks keep coming it looks no different from a prosperous one, but the first missed week tips it straight into crisis, because there is nothing behind it to draw on. That was the condition of millions. In a less crowded age, a run of poor harvests was a hardship to be endured; in this one, with the land worked to its limit and so many people clinging to its lower rungs, the same run of poor harvests could become a catastrophe. The margin between getting by and going under had been ground almost to nothing, not by any single villain or sudden blow, but by the cumulative weight of three centuries of growth meeting the hard ceiling of what medieval agriculture could produce.

There is a further irony worth naming, one that historians have long debated. A society this crowded was not merely hungry; it was, in a sense, primed for contagion long before any specific disease arrived. Undernourished bodies mount weaker defenses against infection; people packed tightly into villages and towns, sharing water, air, and vermin, pass sickness readily from one to the next; and a population with no reserves cannot isolate its sick or spare hands to nurse them. Some scholars have argued that the pressure had grown so acute by the early fourteenth century that a demographic reckoning of some kind was all but inevitable — that whether by famine or by pestilence, the swollen numbers of medieval Europe were bound to be cut back toward what the land could bear. Others resist so deterministic a reading, and rightly caution that nothing about the specific horror to come was written in advance. What can be said with confidence is narrower and surer: the crowding did not cause the plague, which came from far away and owed nothing to European numbers. But the crowding, the hunger, and the want of any margin would savagely magnify the plague’s effect once it arrived, turning what might have been a grievous epidemic into the deadliest catastrophe in recorded European history.

It is tempting, looking back, to read this as a society marked for doom, a powder keg awaiting a spark. That would be too neat, and the people of 1300 would not have recognized themselves in it. Here a common misconception is worth correcting: we tend to imagine medieval peasants as passive, fatalistic, resigned to whatever heaven sent. In truth they managed their precarious world with considerable ingenuity — pooling oxen to make up a plough team no single family could afford, gleaning the fields after harvest, keeping a pig or a few hens on the commons, marrying later in hard years so that fewer mouths arrived, spreading their scattered strips across the open field precisely so that no single patch of blight or flood could ruin them all at once. These were not helpless people. They were expert managers of scarcity, and most years their management worked. The harvest came in, the bread was baked, the children grew. Markets bustled, towns expanded, and the long memory of a steadily improving world reassured them that hardship was the exception. A run of lean years had always given way, before, to fat ones. The vulnerability was real, but it was structural and hidden, the kind of weakness a society can carry for decades without ever being forced to confront it. It becomes visible only under load.

We should not imagine this problem as safely locked in the distant past. The dilemma the crowded earth of 1300 posed — a population pressing hard against the food a given technology can wring from a fixed amount of land — is precisely the dilemma that Malthus would name in 1798 and that has haunted economists, demographers, and planners ever since, from the famines of the nineteenth century to the anxious forecasts of our own. Every debate about whether the planet can feed nine or ten billion people is, at bottom, a modern rendering of the question medieval Europe was living out without the words for it. The people of the fourteenth century could not calculate their way to the answer. They simply lived at the sharp end of it, and the calculation was about to be made for them.

What such a society needed, to expose how brittle it had become, was a sustained and severe shock to the one thing on which everything else depended — the harvest. It did not have long to wait. The cooling, dampening climate that the warm centuries had been masking was about to assert itself with a violence that no one alive had seen, and the crowded, undernourished, marginally fed millions of northern Europe were about to learn, in the cruelest possible way, exactly how little stood between them and famine.




Chapter 3 — The Great Famine, 1315–1317

It began with rain. In the spring of 1315, across northern Europe, the skies opened and would not close. From Ireland to Poland, from the Pyrenees to the Baltic, the rains came in the spring and continued through the summer and into the autumn, day after sodden day. Fields that should have dried and warmed under a June sun lay waterlogged. The grain that had been sown rotted in the ground or, where it sprouted, grew pale and thin and could not ripen in the gray, cold, dripping weather. Hay could not be cut and dried; what was cut molded in the wet. The chroniclers, reaching for comparisons, fell back on Scripture — this was a flood, a punishment, a sign — and for once the apocalyptic register of medieval writing matched the scale of what was unfolding. The harvest of 1315 failed across an entire continent at once, and it was only the beginning.

Consider a single scene that captures how far the failure reached up the social ladder. On the tenth of August, 1315, King Edward II of England halted at the great abbey of St Albans, a day’s ride north of London, and his household could scarcely find bread to set before him. If the king of England, traveling with his court and his purse and his power to command, could not be sure of a loaf, one can only imagine the plight of a landless cottager in a flooded Midlands village. The English government tried, that same season, to fix the price of essential foods by ordinance, only to abandon the effort within months when merchants simply withheld their grain rather than sell at a loss. Across the Channel, the French crown suffered its own emblem of the disaster: King Louis X, son of Philip the Fair, led an army into the sodden fields of Flanders in 1315 and found the ground so waterlogged that his knights and wagons bogged down helplessly in what men called the “muddy campaign.” The war dissolved not in battle but in mire. Louis himself would be dead within the year.

The catastrophe that followed, which historians call the Great Famine, ran from 1315 through 1317 in its acute phase and trailed on through years of dearth and disease until around 1322. It struck the densely populated heart of northern Europe hardest, the lands between the Pyrenees and Russia, where the crowded, marginally fed millions described in the previous chapter had the least to fall back on. Its proximate cause was the weather, but the weather itself was the visible edge of a larger shift. The long benign centuries of the Medieval Warm Period were ending, giving way to a cooler, wetter, more erratic climate that would deepen, over the following centuries, into what scientists now call the Little Ice Age. The summers turned unreliable; the growing seasons shortened; the rains came at the wrong times. The Great Famine was, in a sense, the climate presenting its bill — and the bill came due all at once, on a population that had spent three hundred years spending down its margin.

When the harvest failed in 1315, grain prices did what grain prices do in a shortage: they soared. In parts of England the price of a quarter of wheat, the standard measure, leapt several-fold within a single terrible year, and across the afflicted regions overall grain production is reckoned to have fallen by somewhere between a third and a half against the ordinary yields of the thirteenth century. Those who had stored grain hoarded it or sold it dear; those who had only their labor or their tiny holdings found that bread had moved beyond their reach. Here it helps to picture the mechanism plainly. In a normal shortfall, a family with a little cash could ride out one bad harvest by buying grain shipped in from a region that had done better. But in 1315 there was no region that had done better — the rain fell on everyone at once — and the roads and rivers that might have carried relief were themselves washed out or swollen impassable. There was nowhere for the grain to come from and no way to move it. The spring of 1316 brought hope, and the same merciless rains; the harvest failed a second time. Now the situation passed from dearth into true famine. People had eaten their seed grain over the winter to survive, which meant there was less to plant; they had slaughtered or sold the animals they could not feed.

The poor ate what they could find — roots, grass, bark, the flesh of dogs and cats, and, the horrified chroniclers insisted, in the extremity of 1316 even worse. On the Scottish border, where the misery was compounded by war and raiding, the Chronicle of Lanercost recorded “such a mortality of men in England and Scotland through famine and pestilence as had not been heard of in our time,” and told of desperate people reduced to eating “dogs and horses and other unclean things.” Other chroniclers, from the German lands to the Baltic, wrote of parents abandoning children, of the newly buried dug up from their graves, of stolen infants devoured. These reports are impossible now to verify, and were surely exaggerated in places and copied from one horrified writer to the next; but they are too widespread across too many independent hands to dismiss entirely. Whatever the literal truth of the darkest tales, they testify to a horror that contemporaries felt no other words could convey. A misconception worth setting aside here is that famine kills chiefly by outright starvation. It does kill that way, but more often it kills by opening the door to disease: the weakened body cannot resist the fevers, fluxes, and infections that sweep through malnourished, filthy, crowded populations, and it is those, as much as empty bellies, that fill the graves.

The famine also laid bare how helpless authority truly was in the face of a continental crop failure, and how quickly the machinery of order buckled. In England, the government of Edward II tried in the parliament of 1315 to command prices down by statute, setting maximum figures for oxen, cows, pigs, sheep, and poultry; within a year the ordinance had been repealed, because sellers simply refused to bring their beasts to market at a loss and the goods vanished from sale altogether. It is one of history’s oldest and most stubborn lessons, learned and forgotten and learned again: a price ceiling cannot conjure food that does not exist; it can only decide who goes without. Nor could the rich buy their way clear as easily as one might expect. When the abbot of a wealthy monastery, or a bishop, or the king himself moved through the countryside, he moved with a household of dozens or hundreds that had to be fed from local supplies already stretched to breaking, so that the arrival of the great could strip a district bare and turn hospitality into hardship. The famine was a great leveller in this narrow sense: it reached, in some degree, into every rank, and reminded a hierarchical society that all its orders ultimately ate the same bread.

The animals suffered with the people, and their suffering deepened the human disaster. The same wet, cold conditions that rotted the grain also bred disease among livestock. A devastating sheep murrain swept the flocks, and a few years later, around 1319 to 1321, a great cattle plague — a panzootic, an epidemic among animals on a continental scale — killed oxen and cattle in staggering numbers. On some estates the herds simply collapsed; historians reckon that in the worst-hit regions the toll among cattle and sheep reached as high as three-quarters or even four-fifths of the animals. This was not merely a loss of meat and milk and leather. Oxen were the engines of medieval agriculture; they pulled the heavy ploughs that turned the clay. To lose them was to lose the means of recovery itself. Think of it as a country that, in the middle of a crippling depression, also loses most of its machinery: even when demand returns, there is nothing left to produce with. A peasant whose oxen had died could not break his fields properly even when, at last, the rains relented and a harvest became possible. The famine thus reached forward in time, crippling the very recovery that should have ended it, and dearth lingered for years after the rains improved.

How many died? Here, as everywhere in this period, the figures are estimates built on fragments, and they must be flagged as such. There was no counting of the dead across whole nations. But the local evidence, where it survives, is grim. In some towns and regions, mortality during the worst years appears to have reached perhaps ten to fifteen percent of the population — and in particularly hard-hit places, higher still. The great cities, which had to feed their crowded populations from a countryside that was itself starving, suffered acutely. The city of Ypres in Flanders, one of the densest textile towns in Europe, kept records of the paupers whose bodies were carried away for burial over the worst months of 1316, and the tally that survives suggests that something on the order of a tenth of the whole population perished in that single city in half a year. The port of Bruges recorded similar horrors. Across the whole of the afflicted north, the absolute number of deaths during the Great Famine and its long aftermath ran well into the millions. It was the worst subsistence crisis Europe had suffered in centuries, and the first of the great calamities that would batter the late Middle Ages.

It is worth pausing over how the famine reached beyond the ledger of the dead to unstitch the ordinary bonds of society. Chroniclers across the afflicted north lamented a surge in theft, robbery, and violence, as men who had never before broken the law turned to it rather than watch their children starve. Bands of the desperate roamed the roads; granaries and mills became targets; the machinery of justice, itself strained by hunger, meted out savage penalties that did nothing to stem the tide. In the towns, the sight of the poor dying in the streets and lanes became so common that municipal authorities in Flanders organized carts to gather the corpses each morning — a grim rehearsal, though no one could have known it, for the far greater harvest of death that the plague would bring a generation later, and for which the same wagons would roll again. Trust frayed; charity, though preached from every pulpit, could not stretch to meet a need so vast; and the long medieval confidence that a well-ordered Christian society could feed and protect its own took a blow from which it did not fully recover. People had glimpsed how thin the crust of order really was, and how swiftly a prosperous community could descend into a scramble for survival.

But the body count, terrible as it was, does not capture the full meaning of what had happened. The Great Famine did something to the survivors that no statistic records. It traumatized a generation. People who lived through 1315 to 1317 had seen the unthinkable — had watched a prosperous, confident, expanding world buckle under the simple, relentless failure of its bread. They had seen neighbors starve, had eaten things no one should eat, had perhaps buried children they could not feed. The long medieval optimism, the assumption that the world was getting steadily better, took a wound from which it never fully recovered. And the physical mark was as real as the psychological one. The men and women who survived the famine had endured years of severe malnutrition during which their bodies, and the bodies of the children born to them, had been starved of what they needed to grow strong. A population that emerges from prolonged hunger is a weakened population, its defenses lowered, its resilience spent. The children who were born hungry in 1316 would be men and women in their early thirties when the pestilence arrived — in the prime of life, and formed by scarcity.

For the historian looking down the corridor of the next three decades, the Great Famine reads almost unbearably like a rehearsal. It was the first proof that the brittle, overstretched society of high medieval Europe could indeed be broken, that the confident structure had real and fatal weaknesses, that catastrophe on a continental scale was not a thing of Scripture and the distant past but a live possibility in the present. It revealed how completely everything depended on the harvest, how thin the margin truly was, how quickly order frayed when the food ran out. And it left behind a generation that had been hungry in its youth — a population that, a single lifetime later, would meet a far deadlier visitor already weakened, already grieving, already half-convinced that the world might end.

We tend to think of climate catastrophe as a distinctly modern anxiety, but the Great Famine is the record of a whole society knocked flat by a few years of freakish weather, and its study has quietly become part of how scientists reconstruct the past. Tree rings from timber that grew in those decades show the pinched, narrow bands of cold wet summers; ice cores and lake sediments confirm the turn toward the Little Ice Age; and the meticulous English manorial accounts of the early fourteenth century have become one of the richest archives anywhere for measuring how a pre-industrial economy responds when the harvest fails. The famine that broke medieval Flanders is now, in a strange afterlife, a data set — a warning from seven centuries ago about how fast a well-fed, confident society can come apart when the climate turns against it. Those who survived it drew a different lesson, and reached for the only frame they had.

That generation could not have known it, but as they buried their famine dead and slowly rebuilt their flocks and their faith, the question that pressed on them most urgently was not agricultural but spiritual: why had God allowed this? To understand the answer they reached for — and the answer they would reach for again, on a vaster and more terrible scale, when the pestilence came — we must enter the medieval mind itself, and see the shape of the cosmos as they understood it.




Chapter 4 — Faith, Sin, and the Shape of the Cosmos

Picture the bell. In every parish across Latin Christendom, from the great minster towns to the meanest village clinging to a hillside, a bell governed the day. It called the faithful to Mass and tolled the canonical hours; it rang for births and marriages and, most insistently, for deaths, marking each passing with the slow strokes that told the village a soul had departed and asked the living to pray for it. To be a medieval European was to live within the sound of that bell from the cradle to the grave, and the rhythm it beat out was not merely the rhythm of religious observance but the rhythm of reality itself. For the men and women into whose world the plague would come, faith was not one compartment of life among others. It was the air they breathed, the lens through which every event was seen, the grammar in which the world made sense.

The medieval Christian universe was, above all, an intelligible one. It had a shape and a center and a purpose, and human beings stood at the heart of the drama. The earth lay still at the center of a series of nested crystalline spheres that carried the moon, the sun, the planets, and the fixed stars in their majestic revolutions, and beyond the outermost sphere lay the empyrean, the dwelling of God. This was the cosmos that Dante Alighieri, who died in 1321, had just finished mapping in verse in his Divine Comedy — descending through the circles of Hell, climbing the mountain of Purgatory, and rising sphere by sphere through Paradise to the vision of God — and educated Europeans took that architecture not as poetry but as a fair description of the way things actually were. Nothing in this cosmos was accidental. Every comet, every eclipse, every flood and famine and victory and defeat had a meaning, because all of it was the work of a provident God who governed His creation down to the fall of a sparrow. The universe was a vast book written in the hand of its Author, and the task of the faithful was to read it rightly. This is the single most important thing to grasp about the mental world the plague would enter: it had no concept of meaningless misfortune. Disaster was never merely random. It was always, in the deepest sense, sent.

And what God sent, most often, was understood as judgment. The framework was as old as the prophets and as familiar as the parish sermon: human beings sinned, God grew angry, and God punished — sometimes the individual sinner, but often the whole community together, for the sins of the few or of all. Plague, famine, war, and flood were the rods of divine correction, the means by which a loving but just Father chastised His wayward children to call them back to righteousness. This was not a fringe belief or a comfort for the simple; it was the considered theology of the learned and the instinctive assumption of the unlettered alike. The model in every mind was the Old Testament: the ten plagues loosed upon Egypt, the pestilence that struck the Israelites of King David for the sin of a census, the destroying angel who passed over the land in a single night. When the Great Famine had struck a generation before, men had asked at once what sins had brought it down upon them. When the pestilence came, they would ask the same question, and reach with terrible energy for the same answer. The logic was inexorable: if catastrophe was punishment for sin, then the remedy for catastrophe was repentance — penance, prayer, processions, the amendment of life, the appeasement of an offended God. People would respond to the plague, in the first instance, not as a medical emergency but as a spiritual one, because that is what, in their entire understanding of how the world worked, it was.

We should be careful here not to condescend. It is easy, from the far side of germ theory, to smile at people who met an epidemic with candles and processions instead of quarantine and sanitation. But the medieval frame was not stupidity; it was a coherent and internally rigorous system of explanation, and by the lights of what could be known in 1347 it was arguably the most reasonable one available. No one had ever seen a bacterium. No one had any conception that disease could be a living thing too small to see, passed by the bite of a flea. Given a mysterious, invisible, universal killer that struck the righteous and the wicked, the rich and the poor, the clean and the filthy alike, the hypothesis that a moral intelligence stood behind it was not a failure of reason but an application of it. The medieval mind was doing what every mind does with catastrophe: searching for cause, meaning, and remedy. It simply reached, with the tools it had, for the wrong ones.

Mediating between the sinful soul and its Maker stood the Church, and its authority in 1300 was pervasive almost beyond a modern imagination’s reach. The Church baptized the newborn, married the living, shrived the dying, and buried the dead in consecrated ground; outside that ground, outside its sacraments, lay only peril for the soul. It owned vast lands, collected the tithe — a tenth of produce — from every parish, ran the schools and universities, kept the records, and held the keys, as it taught, to heaven itself. Its great instrument of consolation and of control was the doctrine of the afterlife, refined over the preceding centuries into a detailed map of the soul’s destinations. Heaven and hell were ancient; but between them the Church had elaborated purgatory, a place of temporary suffering where the souls of the saved were purged of their remaining sins before admission to glory. Purgatory mattered enormously to ordinary people, for it meant that the fate of the dead was not fixed at the moment of death but could be eased by the prayers, masses, and good works of the living. From this grew an entire economy of salvation: bequests for masses to be said for one’s soul, chantries endowed so that a priest might pray in perpetuity for a founder’s name, donations to monasteries, and indulgences — grants, issued under the Church’s authority, that remitted a measure of the temporal punishment due for sin. In the great Jubilee year of 1300, Pope Boniface VIII had offered a plenary indulgence to all who made the pilgrimage to Rome, and the roads filled with pilgrims in such numbers that one witness, the future Cardinal, described crowds so thick that guards had to channel them across the bridges of the city day and night. The faithful sought the intercession of the saints, those friends of God in heaven whose merits could be borrowed, and venerated their relics — a fragment of bone, a scrap of cloth, a splinter said to be of the True Cross — housed in jeweled reliquaries and visited by pilgrims who walked for weeks to touch holiness and beg a favor. To the men and women of this age, these were not superstitions but the practical machinery of dealing with the most important fact of existence: that this life was a brief and dangerous passage, and the next one was forever.

Consider what this meant in the concrete texture of a life. When a person fell mortally ill, the single most urgent need was not a physician but a priest — to hear confession, grant absolution, and administer the last rites, the viaticum that provisioned the soul for its journey. To die shriven, in good standing, with the sacraments received, was to die well; to die suddenly, unconfessed, with sins unabsolved, was the thing most to be feared, worse in a sense than death itself. Hold that fact in mind, because it explains the peculiar terror the plague would inspire. Here was a disease that could take a healthy person to the grave in three days, that killed so many so fast that the priests themselves died in droves and the survivors could not reach the dying in time. A pestilence that carried people off unshriven did not merely kill bodies. In the logic of the age, it imperiled souls — and that was a horror for which nothing in the medieval world had prepared anyone.

Yet the institution that claimed such authority was, in 1300 and after, conspicuously and embarrassingly human. The early fourteenth century saw the papacy itself uprooted. After a bitter clash between the French crown and the papacy, the popes left Rome, and from 1309 they took up residence in the southern French city of Avignon, where they would remain for most of the century — the period later writers would call, with a glance at the Hebrews’ captivity, the Babylonian Captivity of the Church. The Avignon popes built a magnificent fortified palace and a sophisticated, expensive bureaucracy, and they ruled the Church capably enough; but their proximity to French power and their evident appetite for revenue drew sharp criticism. Pious observers complained that the head of Christendom had become a courtier and a tax-gatherer. When the plague came, it would be an Avignon pope, Clement VI — a cultivated, generous, worldly Frenchman — who confronted it. On the advice of his physician he sat out the worst of the epidemic between two great fires kept burning day and night in his chambers, on the theory that heat purified the corrupted air, and, remarkably, he survived. He moved with grim practicality: when the cemeteries of Avignon overflowed he consecrated the very waters of the river Rhône so that corpses flung into it might count as buried in holy ground, and he granted a general absolution to all who died of the pestilence, acknowledging that vast numbers were perishing with no priest to shrive them. And in the summer and autumn of 1348, as mobs across the Rhineland began butchering Jews on the slander that they had caused the plague by poisoning wells, Clement issued formal bulls in their defense — the second, of 26 September 1348, declaring that those who blamed the Jews had been “seduced by that liar, the Devil,” and pointing out the plain fact that the plague raged just as fiercely in places where no Jew lived at all. The Church’s authority was vast, and here it was turned, for once, to mercy; but it was held by men, and the strains within it were real.

One further feature of this world must be named, because it would matter enormously when the plague came: the age’s readiness to find human scapegoats for divine anger. If catastrophe was punishment for sin, it followed that catastrophe might be the sin of others — of heretics, of lepers, of Jews — whose wickedness had drawn down God’s wrath on the whole community, and who might therefore be purged to appease Him. This logic had already borne poisoned fruit before the pestilence. In 1321, across much of France, a wild rumor spread that lepers, in league with Jews and a foreign sultan, had conspired to poison the wells and fountains, and in the panic that followed lepers were burned and Jews attacked in town after town. The machinery of blame was thus well oiled a generation before the plague — the same slander of poisoned wells, the same search for a hidden human hand behind an invisible affliction. When the great mortality came and the mind of Europe reached, as it always reached, for a cause and a culprit, it would find both close to hand, and the results would be among the darkest of the whole catastrophe.

This, then, was the mental framework into which the great pestilence would arrive: a universe ordered by Providence, in which nothing happened by chance; a God who chastised sin with calamity; a Church that offered penance and the saints and the sacraments as the road back into divine favor; and an afterlife so vivid and so near that the management of one’s eternal destiny was the most serious business of a life. Within this framework, a catastrophe was legible. It had a cause — sin. It had a meaning — judgment. And it had a remedy — repentance. When men and women of the fourteenth century saw the dying begin, they would not first ask what microbe or vapor was at work. They would ask what they had done to deserve this, and what they must do to make it stop. That the answer they found would prove powerless against the pestilence is the tragedy that lies ahead; that it was, given everything they knew, the only answer available to them is the truth this chapter has tried to honor.

Nor is that frame as remote from us as we like to think. The instinct to read catastrophe as judgment — to ask, when disaster strikes, “why us, what did we do” — did not die with the Middle Ages. It surfaces every time a modern preacher calls a hurricane or an epidemic a punishment for a nation’s sins, and, in a secular key, it surfaces in the search for someone to blame that follows every crisis. The medieval villages that answered the plague with penitential processions and the modern societies that answer catastrophe by hunting for the guilty are, at some level, doing the same very human thing: refusing to accept that terrible things can simply happen, insisting that suffering must mean something. The people of 1347 come nearer to us, in this, than the six centuries between us might suggest.

But the medieval world did possess, alongside its theology, something it called medicine — a learned tradition with its own confident account of how bodies sickened and healed, its own authorities and remedies and physicians. To complete our portrait of the world the plague found, we must turn from the soul to the body, and ask what it meant to fall ill, and to be healed, in the year 1347.




Chapter 5 — The Medieval Body: Humors, Stars, and Sickness

When a wealthy patient in the Italy or France of the early fourteenth century fell ill and could afford the best, a university-trained physician would be summoned, and the first thing he was likely to do was inspect a flask of the patient’s urine, holding it to the light, judging its color and cloudiness and even, if the case demanded, its smell and its taste. He would match what he saw against a printed wheel of urines — a diagram that ranged some twenty gradations of color, from pale as spring water to black as ink, each shade keyed to a diagnosis — for uroscopy was so central to the physician’s art that the glass urine flask, the jordan, became his badge, the way the stethoscope would later mark the modern doctor. He might then consult an almanac to learn the position of the planets, take the pulse, and ask careful questions about the patient’s diet, sleep, mood, and bowels. Only after this deliberation would he pronounce a diagnosis and prescribe — perhaps a change of food, perhaps a purge, very often a careful letting of blood from a particular vein chosen for its correspondence to the afflicted part. To a modern eye the whole performance can look like mummery. It was nothing of the kind. It was the application of a coherent, ancient, intellectually sophisticated system of medicine, taught in the universities, grounded in the most authoritative texts the age possessed, and believed in utterly by physician and patient
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