EYEWITNESSES TO THE PLAGUE

Name: ___________________________ 

Date: ______________________________

DIRECTIONS:   Read the following documents and answer the questions after each document:

This first document comes from The Decameron, a book written by Giovanni Boccaccio, a writer from Florence, Italy born in 1313. The Decameron is a series of stories about life during the Plague.

Many dropped dead in the open streets, both by day and night, whilst a great many others, though dying in their own houses, drew their neighbor's attention to the fact more by the smell of their rotting corpses than by any other means.  And what with these, and the others dying all over the city, bodies were here, there, and everywhere.
...Some people callously maintained that there was no better, no more efficacious [efficient] remedy against a plague than to run away from it.  Swayed by this argument, and sparing no thought for anyone but themselves, large numbers of men and women abandoned their city, their homes, their relatives, their estates and their belongings, and headed for the countryside...They maintained that an infallible [unbeatable] way of warding off this appalling evil was to drink heavily, enjoy life to the fullest, go around singing and merrymaking, gratifying all of one's cravings whenever the opportunity offered, and shrug the whole thing of as one enormous joke!
1. How did neighbors learn that someone had died of the Plague, according to this document?

2. How did people react to the Plague? Why do you think they reacted this way?
This next document is a letter written by someone living in Avignon, France in 1348. In this letter he describes to friends in Belgium what life is like in Avignon during the Plague.

To my Dear Friends in Bruges [a city in Belgium]:
 

I write this to you, my friends, that you may know the dangers in which we live.
The sick are now served by their kindred as dogs would be; food is put near the bed for them to eat and drink, and those still in health fly and leave the house.  When a man dies, some rough countrymen called gavoti come to the house, and after receiving a sufficiently large reward, carry the corpse to the grave. Many who are seized with the sickness, being considered certain to die and without any hope for recovery, are carried off at once to the pit and buried...And in this way, many were buried alive...
3. How were the sick treated, according to this document?

4. Who were the gavoti? What were they paid to do?

This last document comes from a diary written by Marchione di Coppo Stefani, a man living in Florence, Italy in 1348.

"Neither physicians nor medicines were effective. Whether because these illnesses were previously unknown or because physicians had not previously studied them, there seemed to be no cure. There was such a fear that no one seemed to know what to do. When it took hold in a house it often happened that no one remained who had not died. And it was not just that men and women died, but even animals died. Dogs, cats, chickens, oxen, donkeys, and sheep showed the same symptoms and died of the same disease. And almost none, or very few, who showed these symptoms, were cured. The symptoms were the following: a bubo in the groin, where the thigh meets the trunk; or a small swelling under the armpit; sudden fever; spitting blood and saliva (and no one who spit blood survived it). It was such a frightful thing that when it got into a house, as was said, no one remained. Frightened people abandoned the house and fled to another." 

5. What belief does this document portray in its description of the plague? (optimism?)  

6. Give specific example, from the above description, that clearly demonstrates what people thought about the plague, and their chances of survival.
7. Why did people abandon their homes?
