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UNIT 1: THE BLACK DEATH

1.
READING

1.1
Text 1: The Black Death: what, where, why 

The Black Death, or Black Plague, was one of the most devastating pandemics in human history. It began in South-western or Central Asia and spread to Europe by the late 1340s. The total number of deaths worldwide from the pandemic is estimated at 75 million people; there were an estimated 20 million deaths in Europe alone. The Black Death is estimated to have killed between a third and two-thirds of Europe's population. 

The same disease is thought to have returned to Europe every generation with varying degrees of intensity and fatality until the 1700s. Notable later outbreaks include the Italian Plague of 1629-1631, the Great Plague of Seville (1647-1652), the Great Plague of London (1665–1666), the Great Plague of Vienna (1679), the Great Plague of Marseille in 1720–1722 and the 1771 plague in Moscow. There is some controversy over the identity of the disease, but in its virulent form it seems to have disappeared from Europe in the eighteenth century.
The Black Death had a drastic effect on Europe's population, irrevocably changing Europe's social structure. It was a serious blow to the Roman Catholic Church, Europe's predominant religious institution at the time, and resulted in widespread persecution of minorities such as Jews, Muslims, foreigners, beggars and lepers. The uncertainty of daily survival created a general mood of morbidity influencing people to "live for the moment", as illustrated by Giovanni Boccaccio in The Decameron (1353).

The initial fourteenth-century European event was called the "Great Mortality" by contemporary writers and, with later outbreaks, became known as the "Black Death." It has been popularly thought that the name came from a striking late stage sign of the disease, in which the sufferers' skin would blacken due to subepidermal haemorrhages (purpura), and extremities darken with gangrene (acral necrosis). However, the term most likely refers to the figurative sense of "black" (glum, lugubrious or dreadful).

Because the Black Death was, according to historical accounts, characterized by buboes (swellings in lymph nodes), like the late nineteenth century Asian Bubonic plague, scientists and historians assumed at the beginning of the twentieth century that the Black Death was an outbreak of the same disease, caused by the bacterium Yersinia pestis and spread by fleas with the help of animals like the black rat (Rattus rattus). However, this view has recently been questioned. 

Nevertheless, compelling descriptions of the clinical disease in literature, including well-researched if second-hand accounts in historical fiction (see Daniel Defoe's A Journal of the Plague Year), offer compelling description of the recognised disease -which in the context of such an epidemic, could be little else.

The plague disease, caused by Yersinia pestis, is enzootic in populations of ground rodents in central Asia, but it is not entirely clear where the fourteenth-century pandemic started. The most popular theory places the first cases in the steppes of Central Asia, though some speculate that it originated around northern India. From there it was carried east and west along the Silk Road, by Mongol armies and traders making use of the opportunities of free passage within the Mongol Empire offered by the Pax Mongolica. It was reportedly first introduced to Europe at the trading city of Caffa in the Crimea in 1347. After a protracted siege, during which the Mongol army under Janibeg was suffering the disease, they catapulted the infected corpses over the city walls to infect the inhabitants. The Genoese traders fled, bringing the plague by ship into Sicily and the south of Europe, whence it spread.

Whether or not this hypothesis is accurate, it is clear that several pre-existing conditions such as war, famine and weather contributed to the severity of the Black Death. A devastating civil war in China between the established Chinese population and the Mongol hordes raged between 1205 and 1353. This war disrupted farming and trading patterns, and led to episodes of widespread famine. The so-called "Little Ice Age" had begun at the end of the thirteenth century. The disastrous weather reached a peak in the first half of the fourteenth century with severe results worldwide.

In the years 1315 to 1322 a catastrophic famine, known as the Great Famine, struck all of Northern Europe. Food shortages and skyrocketing prices were a fact of life for as much as a century before the plague. Wheat, oats, hay, and consequently livestock were all in short supply—and their scarcity resulted in hunger and malnutrition. The result was a mounting human vulnerability to disease, due to weakened immune systems. The European economy entered a vicious circle in which hunger and chronic, low-level debilitating disease reduced the productivity of labourers, and so the grain output suffered, causing grain prices to increase. The famine was self-perpetuating, affecting life in places like Flanders and Burgundy as much as the Black Death was later to affect all of Europe.

A typhoid (Infected Water) epidemic was to be a predictor of the coming disaster. Many thousands died in populated urban centres, most significantly Ypres. In 1318 a pestilence of unknown origin, sometimes identified as Anthrax, hit the animals of Europe. The disease targeted sheep and cattle, further reducing the food supply and income of the peasantry. This put another strain on the economy. The increasingly international nature of the European economies meant that the depression was felt across the whole continent. Due to pestilence, the failure of England's wool exports led to the destruction of the Flemish weaving industry. Unemployment bred crime and poverty.

1.2.
Dictionary skills

1.2.1. Match the following expressions from the text above with their corresponding definitions.
	Nº
	Expression
	Nº
	Definitions

	1
	steppe 
	
	noun [U] An amount of something produced by a person, machine, factory, country, etc.

	2
	siege
	
	adjective. Very unusual or easily noticed, and therefore attracting a lot of attention.

	3
	skyrocketing
	
	verb [I] To become dark.

	4
	accurate
	
	adjective INFORMAL. Unattractive and lacking anything that causes pleasure.

	5
	glum
	
	noun [C] A very small jumping insect which feeds on the blood of animals and humans

	6
	livestock
	
	noun [C usually plural; U] A large area of land with grass but no trees, especially in southeastern Europe, Russia and northern Asia.

	7
	striking
	
	noun [C or U] The surrounding of a place by an armed force in order to defeat those defending it.

	8
	flea
	
	adjective. Correct, exact and without any mistakes.

	9
	output
	
	adjective. Rising extremely quickly or making extremely quick progress towards success.

	10
	darken
	
	plural noun. Animals, such as cows and sheep, and birds, such as chickens, kept on a farm


1.3.  
Writing

1.3.1 
Provide the information requested (in English).

1. What is the relation between the Black Death and Boccaccio’s The Decameron?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________

2. Why is the plague described in the text popularly known as The Black Death?

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. According to the best known theory, how did the plague spread from Central Asia to the west?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. How can Anthrax and European economy be related?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

5. What is the “Little Ice Age”? How does it relate to the Black Death?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

2.
READING 

2.1
Text 2: Pistoia, "Ordinances for Sanitation in a Time of Mortality"

In the name of Christ Amen. Herein are written certain ordinances and provisions made and agreed upon by certain wise men of the People of the city of Pistoia elected and commissioned by the lords Anziani and the Standardbearer of Justice of the said city concerning the preserving, strengthening and protecting the health of humans from various and diverse pestilences which otherwise can befall the human body. And written by me Simone Buonacorsi notary. . . in the year from the Nativity of the Lord MCCCXLVIII, the first Indiction. […]

III. Item. They provided and ordered that the bodies of the dead, after they had died, can not be nor ought to be removed from the place in which they are found unless first such a body has been placed in a wooden casket covered by a lid secured with nails, so that no stench can issue forth from it; nor can it be covered except by a canopy, blanket or drape under a penalty for £ 50 of pennies paid by the heirs of the dead person.... And also that likewise such dead bodies of the dead must be carried to the grave only in the said casket under the said penalty as has been said. […] 

IV. Item. In order to avoid the foul stench which the bodies of the dead give off they have provided and ordered that any ditch in which a dead body is to be buried must be dug under ground to a depth of 2 1/2 braccia by the measure of the city of Pistoia. 

V. Item. They have provided and ordered that no person of whatever condition or status or authority shall dare or presume to return or to carry to the city of Pistoia any dead body in or out of a casket or in any manner on penalty of £ 25 of pennies paid by whoever carries, brings, or orders [a body] to be carried or brought for each occasion. And that the gatekeepers of the said city shall not permit such a body to be sent into the said city on penalty of the foresaid fine by each gatekeeper at the gate through which the said body was sent. 

VI. Item. They have provided and ordered that any person who will have come for the burial or to bury any dead person can not and may not be in the presence of the body itself nor with the relatives of such a dead person except for the procession to the church where it will be buried. Nor shall such persons return to the house where the defunct person lived or enter into that house or any other house on the said occasion on penalty of £ 10.

VII. Item. They have provided and ordered that when anyone has died no person should dare or presume to present or to send any gift before or after burial to the former dwelling place of such a dead person or any other place on the said occasion or to attend or to go to a meal in that house or place on the said occasion on penalty of £ 25.... Children, carnal brothers and sisters, nieces and nephews of such a dead person and their children, however, shall be exempted [from this provision]. 

VIII. Item. They have provided and ordered that in order to avoid useless or fruitless expenses no person should dare or presume to dress in new clothing during the period of mourning for any dead person or during the eight days after that, on penalty of £ 25 of pennies for whoever contravenes [this] and for each time. Wives of such dead persons however, shall be exempted; they can be dressed in whatever new clothing they wish without penalty. 

IX. Item. They have provided and ordered that no paid mourner... shall dare or presume to mourn publicly or privately or to invite other citizens of Pistoia to go to the funeral or to the dead person; nor may anyone engage the foresaid mourner, hornplayer, cryer or drummer. 

X. Item. So that the sounds of bells might not depress the infirm nor fear arise in them [the Wise Men] have provided and ordered that the bellringers or custodians in charge of the belltower of the cathedral of Pistoia shall not permit any bell in the said campanile to be rung for the funeral of the dead nor shall any person dare or presume to ring any of these bells on the said occasion.... At the chapel or parish church of the said dead person or at the friary if the person is to be buried at a church of the friars, they can ring the bell of the chapel, parish church or the church of the friars so long as it is rung only one time and moderately, on the foresaid penalty in the foresaid manner [for each violation]. […]

XIV. Item. They have provided and ordered that butchers and retail vendors of meat, individually and in common, can not, nor ought to hold or maintain near a tavern or other place where they sell meats, or near a shop or beside or behind a shop any stable, pen or any other thing which will give off a putrid smell; nor can they slaughter meat animals nor hang them after slaughter in any stable or other place in which there is any stench on a penalty of £ 10. 
2.2. WRITING

2.3. On a separate sheet, write no less than 100 words on the following topic: “Items VIII; IX, and X: How can these items be explained in the context of the sanitary dispositions described in the text? What is their purpose?”
(You can write down notes in the space below)
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3.
READING 

3.1 Text 3: Eyewitness: The Black Death in England, 1348

[image: image1.jpg]



(The following account was given by Henry Knighton, canon at the abbey of St Mary of the Meadows, Leicester)

[…] The dreadful pestilence penetrated the sea coast by Southampton and came to Bristol, and there almost the whole population of the town perished, as if it had been seized by sudden death; for few kept their beds more than two or three days, or even half a day. Then this cruel death spread everywhere around, following the course of the sun. And there died at Leicester in the small parish of St. Leonard more than 380 persons, in the parish of Holy Cross, 400; in the parish of St. Margaret's, Leicester, 700; and so in every parish, a great multitude. Then the Bishop of London sent word throughout his whole diocese giving general power to each and every priest, regular as well as secular, to hear confessions and to give absolution to all persons with full Episcopal authority, except only in case of debt. In this case, the debtor was to pay the debt, if he was able, while he lived, or others were to fulfill his obligations from his property after his death. Likewise, the Pope granted full remission of all sins to anyone receiving absolution when in danger of death, and granted that this power should last until Easter next following, and that everyone might choose whatever confessor he pleased. 

In the same year there was great murrain of sheep everywhere in the kingdom, so that in one place in a single pasture more than 5,000 sheep died; and they putrefied so that neither bird nor beast would touch them. Everything was low in price because of the fear of death, for very few people took any care of riches or property of any kind. A man could have a horse that had been worth 40s for half a mark (6s 8d), a fat ox for 4s, a cow for 12d, a heifer for 6d, a sheep for 3d, a lamb for 2d, a large pig for 5d; a stone of wool (24 lbs) was worth 9d. Sheep and cattle ran at large through the fields and among the crops, and there was none to drive them off or herd them; for lack of care they perished in ditches and hedges in incalculable numbers throughout all districts, and none knew what to do. For there was no memory of death so stern and cruel since the time of Vortigern, King of the Britons, in whose day, as Bede testifies, the living did not suffice to bury the dead. 

In the following autumn, a reaper was not to be had for a lower wage than 8d, with his meals; a mower for not less than 10d, with meals. Wherefore many crops wasted in the fields for lack of harvesters. But in the year of the pestilence, as has been said above, there was so great an abundance of every type of grain that almost no one cared for it. 

The Scots, hearing of the dreadful plague among the English, suspected that it had come about through the vengeance of God, an, according to the common report, they were accustomed to swear "be the foul deth of Engelond." Believing that the wrath of God had befallen the English, they assembled in Selkirk forest with the intention of invading the kingdom, when the fierce mortality overtook them, and in a short time about 5,000 perished. As the rest, the strong and the feeble, were preparing to return to their own country, they were followed and attacked by the English, who slew countless numbers of them. 

Master Thomas of Bradwardine was consecrated by the Pope Archbishop of Canterbury, and when he returned to England he came to London, but within two days was dead… 

Meanwhile, the King sent proclamations into all the counties that reapers and other labourers should not take more than they had been accustomed to take, under the penalty appointed by statute. But the labourers were so lifted up and obstinate that they would not listen to the King's command, but if anyone wished to have them he had to give them what they wanted, and either lose his fruit and crops, or satisfy the lofty and covetous wishes of the workmen. And when it was known to the King that they had not observed his command, and had given greater wages to the labourers, he levied heavy fines upon abbots, priors, knights, greater and lesser, and other great folk and small folk of the realm, of some 100s, of some 40s, of some 20s, from each according to what he could give. And afterwards the king had many labourers arrested, and sent them to prison; many withdrew themselves and went into the forests and woods; and those who were taken were heavily fined. Their ringleaders were made to swear that they would not take daily wages beyond the ancient custom, and then were freed from prison. And in like manner was done with the other craftsmen in the boroughs and villages…After the aforesaid pestilence, many building, great and small, fell into ruins in every city, borough, and village for lack of inhabitants, likewise many villages and hamlets became desolate, not a house being left in them, all having died who dwelt there; and it was probable that many such villages would never be inhabited. 
Source: Chronicles, translated by Edith Rickert, in Chaucer's World (ed E Rickert, C C Olson and M M Crow) Oxford University Press 1948.

http://www.mytimemachine.co.uk/blackdeath.htm

3.2. VOCABULARY. Mark the appropriate alternative.
1. Many people __ during the plague in England.

a) slew

b) death

c) perished

d) levied

e) kept

2. One of these words does not belong in the following group: 

a) priest

b) knight

c) bishop

d) abbot

e) canon

3. When it came, he did not hesitate to __ the opportunity.

a) spread

b) taken

c) seize

d) adopt

e) pull

4. During the plague, many victims could not be appropriately __.
a) died

b) buried

c) perished

d) funeral

e) passed away

5. The English crown was extremely worried about the whole __’s situation at the time of the Black Death.
a) man

b) reign

c) kingdom

d) principality

3.3.  
Writing

3.3.1 
Provide the information requested (in English).

1. What did the Scots do when they knew about what was happening to the English?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
2. How did the villages look like after the plague devastated them?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
3. Why were sheep, cattle, and horses depreciated?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
4. Who could hear confession? Why?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
5. What happened to the labourers’ salaries during the plague?

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4.
READING 

4.1. Text 3: Case reopens on Black Death cause

Fresh controversy has broken out over the cause of the Black Death that killed up to half the people in Europe in 1348 and circulated for centuries after that.

For a century, the blame has rested with the bubonic plague bacterium Yersinia pestis, which is carried by rats and fleas. But the most ambitious effort yet to find traces of Yersinia in the remains of Black Death victims has failed, and the researchers involved argue that a previous study that did report finding Yersinia was flawed.
"We cannot rule out Yersinia as the cause of the Black Death," says Alan Cooper, head of the Ancient Biomolecules Centre at Oxford University, UK, whose team did the latest work. "But right now there is no molecular evidence for it."

The dispute over what caused the Black Death is more than just a historical concern. Yersinia still infects people in the tropics and there are fears that it might be used as a bioweapon, unleashing another "Black Death". The Soviet Union, for example, reportedly prepared 1,500 tonnes of it a year for military use. Such fears have prompted much research.

Yet, a detailed analysis of historical records led Susan Scott and Chris Duncan of the University of Liverpool, UK, among others, to conclude that Yersinia was not the cause of the Black Death (New Scientist print edition, 24 November 2001). They think it might have been a haemorrhagic virus that caused massive bleeding, similar to Ebola.

In 2000, Didier Raoult and colleagues at the University of the Mediterranean in Marseille, France, claimed to have settled the matter by using PCR to amplify fragments of DNA extracted from the teeth of three 14th-century skeletons from nearby Montpellier. These sequences included some unique to Yersinia, they reported. 

Scott and others argued that it was not even clear if the skeletons were from people who died from the Black Death. But in June 2003, Raoult dismissed such criticism as "unsubstantiated speculation". Now, Cooper and his colleagues have analysed 121 teeth from 66 skeletons found in five mass graves, including one in East Smithfield in London, UK, dug for Black Death victims in 1349. They also looked at suspected plague pits at Spitalfields in London, Vodroffsgaard in Copenhagen, Denmark, and Angers and Verdun in France.

Not one tooth harboured identifiable Yersinia DNA, the team will tell this week's meeting of the British Society for General Microbiology in Manchester, UK. The team used primers - DNA fragments that act as probes in the PCR test to pick up specific sequences that were unique to Yersinia, but found nothing. "And when we used the same primers the French used," Cooper told New Scientist, "we detected a lot of different bacteria, but none of the sequences were from Yersinia."
Raoult is adamant that his team avoided contamination. But the latest study reveals how easy it can be. Splitting teeth and scraping out the inside, as the French group did, contaminated them with bacteria, Cooper's team found. After one lab did a control test with modern Yersinia DNA, it got a positive result from a tooth - only to find it was contamination by the modern DNA. 

What is more, nearly all the French samples tested positive - a suspiciously high survival rate for DNA in Montpellier's warm climate, Cooper believes. Together with the non-specificity of the primers, he thinks this makes it unlikely the French detected ancient Yersinia DNA. 

Cooper's team did find human mitochondrial DNA in the teeth, proving that DNA could survive there. But not finding Yersinia DNA does not prove that the bacterium did not kill these people the infection might not have penetrated teeth. "If I can get some soft tissue from the plague, I'll look again," he says. In Finland, for example, there may be victims buried in permafrost. 
http://www.newscientist.com/article.ns?id=dn4149

4.2. 
Reading comprehension exercises

4.2.1.
Mark the following statements T (True) or F (False) according to the information provided in the text.

1. Scott and Duncan think that the old Black Death is currently known as Ebola.







2. The samples studied by the University of the Mediterranean may have been contaminated.



    
    
3. The new research referred to in the text conclusively proved that 

Yersinia did not cause the plague. 



    
4. Raoult analysed samples collected in East Smithfield, London.



            1.  (___ )     
2. (___)
 3. (___)
4. (___)

4.2.2. Mark the alternative that best corresponds to the following statements according to the information provided in the text.

1.
Cooper’s work explains that:

a. It is impossible for DNA to survive in 700-year-old teeth.

b. It cannot be concluded that Yersinia was not the cause of the Black Death.

c. The skeletons he analysed were not from Black Death victims.

d. The fact that Montpellier's climate was warm was the cause of Raoult’s 100% positive results in the samples he tested.

2.
At least partially, the importance of the discussion about the cause of the plague lies in:

a. The fact that Yersinia has been used as a bioweapon.

b. The fact that if it was Ebola, ancient antibodies may be retrieved from 14th century DNA to find a cure for this present illness.

c. The fact that some have said that the Russian have stocked this bacterium for military use.

d. The fact that then it would de possible to find a broad-spectrum vaccination.

3.
The chance of contaminating the type of samples here described:

a. Is particularly high in warm climates.

b. Is not related to the handling given to the samples while under analysis.

c. Is null when specifically looking for Yersinia DNA.

d. Directly depends on the amount of samples to be analysed.

4.
Alan Cooper, Susan Scott, and Chris Duncan:

a. Are colleagues in the Ancient Biomolecules Centre at Oxford University.

b. Agree on establishing Ebola as the cause of the plague.

c. Work both in France and the United Kingdom.

d. Cannot definitely rule out Yersinia as the cause of the plague.
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