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THE EXD OF GREAT EPIDEMICS IN WESTERN EUROPEL

RADU-STEFAN CIOBANT

“A peste, fame et bello, libera nos, Domine was one of the prayers
to bo permanently said throughout the Middle Ages and at the beginning
of the modern times in Western Europe, These words, still repeated even
nowadays, recall one of the great themes of the western spirvituality in
those past ages : fear of the death caused by plague, by starvation and
by wars,

That plague should he brought into the foreground shows that for
those people of clear thought; it certainly held first place among the great
epidemies Sweeping over Europe. In view of a survey of the end of the
great epidemies exclusively in Western Europe on the basis of a critical
investigation of the preceding studies and records, we should necesgarily
try their delineation,

This represents a twofold necessity : on the one hand, people in the
Middle Ages, deprived of medical education and frightened by plague,
used this term for any epidemic with killing effects that took a great
toll* ; on the other hand, the lack of a special study on the subject which
should specifically deal with fhose epidemies with notable demographic
effects.

Viewed from the angle of their consequences, the ordinary epide-
mies in Western Europe between the 16th and the L8th centuries in-
elude :

— Smallpox (variola ), considered very widespread 2, half epide-
mic, hall endemic i, caused disfiguring 1, blinding and even death 5. It
was subdued by the beginning of the 18th cen tury thanks to the Bastern
fype vaccination sugeested and performed, among others, by Jacob
Pylarino, the Physician assigned to the princely court in  Bucharest B

1 Mirko T). Grmer, Préliminaires J'une élde historique des maladies, Amnales. Econo-
mies, Soeidtisy, Civilisations, Paris, 1969, No. 6, pp. 1473—1489; when discussing the dijs-
vases one should take into aceount the history and evolulion of cach of them, which makes
defining an epidemy of the past all the move difficull,

* Samuel Tissol, Apis an peuple sur s sants, Paris, 1775, pp. 221229, “la plus géné-
rale de Loutes les maladies; sur 100 personnes 95 sont fouchtes; une sur 7 en meurt.. ..

¥ Pierre Chaunu, L civilisation de ' Europe elassique, Paris, 1984, p. 165,

! Danton’s and Mirabean's eases are best known and qute conclusive,

¥ King Louis XV is a classical example: he diad as in resull of the dirl in his en-
Vironment, and of the smallpox he had heen sulfering from; il seems to bave been a form
oI Dlack smallpox (Cf. Jacyues Levion, Louis XV — Plhomme of le roi, Nouvelle édition, Paris,
1984, 1. 468). .

b Jacob Pylarino (1650~ 1718) was the physician of prinee Serhan Cantacuzing (1678 —
1688) between 1684 —1687 and then of the lalter’s ucpltew, prince Conslan lin Braneovan
(1688—1714) DLetween 1694 —1708; having Decome Venice's diplomatie official in Smirma

in 1708, he acquainted his British homologine William Sherard (1650 — 1728), a famous patn-

5 — c. 045
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the immunization method conceived by the
Jenner 7 early in the 19th century.

The typhoid and paratyphoid spread quite easily over areas of
hundreds of square kilometfers as a result of the virus-polluted waters

which, in their turn, contaminated vegetables, fruit, cereals a.o. The fact
geems to have been

that they first affected the badly nourished poor
favoured by the warm temperature and damp climate, cireumstances
already perceived by the 18th century people although the etiology of
the disease had not been established so far B,

_ Rubeola and other eruptive diseases (le pourpre ) generally erupted
in summer, They are poorly described being mixed up with the “mili-
aires” fevers — eruptions brought forth by perspiration —, with the
searlet fever (scarlatina), with the typhoid and paratyphoid, ete.? (lon-
sequently, all the epidemics hidden under the name of “pourpre” or even
“ped plague’ represent another aspeet to be considered from the defini-
tion point of view.!

— Malaria (marsh fever)

but especially thanks to
British physician Edward

is the great dominant of all the marshy

regions of Western Europe. It frightened as it sapped the body and even
killed the contaminated. Cesare Borgia’s story has become quite a legend :
ill with malaria he was reduced to immobility in Latium, far from Rome,
heing unable, on his father’s death, to fight for succession to the ponti-

fical throme M. _

In the 18th century, malaria caused the death of thousands of peo-
ple in France and Sologne and in the sandy moors of Gascogne!*; in
Ttaly, in the Po plain where it carried away one third of the population 132
in Spain in the rice-planted region of Valencia 13 in north Germany %,

ete.

willt his research on prophylactic inoculation, a teehnique not known as vel in the
western countries but performed cmpirically in {he Fast, Taking Shevard's advice as well
as ITans Sloane’s, @& member of the Hoyal Society, Pylarine printed - in 1715 in Venive —
an opuseulum dealing with inoculation. Dedicated Lo Sherard, e treatise was translated
and published in Doston (Massuchuselts) in 1721 under the title Some account of what s
said of inpeulating o fransplanting of the smallpox. See comment on Pylaring's method and
work in N, Vitdmanu, Cel dir (it {rafat despre pariolorizare, apera unui fost medie al citrfit din
Bueuregtt, *Igiena’’, XI (1962)/1, pp. 67741 P, Cernovadeanu, I Staneiu, Tmaginea Teomid
noi in férile romane gi primele lor relofii er Stalele Unile ale Amerieil pind in 1858, Buenrcsli,

1977, p. 61.
7 Yor the importance of his discovery, see ¥. G. O. Drewitt, The life of Edward Jenner,

9nd edition, London, 1931, passim.
§ Pierre Chaunu, op. cil., p. 165; Bouifey, a member of the Medical Academy was

as particular example.

v (f. Gaston Roupnel, La ville el lo ¢

W jhidem: Louis Sébastien Mereier,

frit jameis, vol. 111, Paris, 1771, pp.
i Pranceseo Breole, Da Carlo VITT a €

1932, p. 89.

12 ¢f. Isabelle Guérin, La vie rurale en Sologne aux XIVe — XVIlle, Paris, 1960,

passim. .

13 ¢f. D. H. Haeser, Lehrbuch der Geschichie der  Medizin, vol.

p. 325 et sqd.
11 Pierre Chaunu, Un modéle &’histoire sociale, “Bulletin Hispanique”,

1965, pp. 78—90.
15 Idem, La civilisation de I’Europe classique, ed. cit., p. 175.
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2 Ibidem.
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The physicians and inhabitants of Western Europe fought against
leper so that by the end of the 16th century and the beginning of the
17th they were able to put an end to it. The success was mainly due to
the fact that patients were isolated in leper-hospitals as medication was
neither better, nor sufficient or satisfying.

The number of the leper hospitals went so high in Western Europe
following 1550 that they became quite an attraction for the ‘‘marginal”
society who would find there suitable conditions of life 36, Then the state,
supported by physicians, took steps in order to get the would-be diseased,
actually frauds, out of the leper-hospitals. Throughout the 17th century
monarchs issued ordinances meant to get the leper-hospitals rid of the
would-be lepers 37,

In France, the succession of edicts hetween 15423 1612 was follow-
ed on May 26th, 1626 by the famous ordinance of the physicians David
and Just Laigneau 8. It was enforced under the cardinal of Richelien who
had it multiplied, thus exposing the would-be lepers. It may be considered
that starting with 1630 leper died away in Western Europe *°. The leper
hospitals remained as some kind of memory of the ‘“‘dark millennium”
and, gradually, in the course of the same 17th century, under Jean
Baptiste Colbert, they were for ever abolished 4° while their goods passed
into hospitals’ ownership following five consecutive decrees : December
1673, March 1674, April 1676, September 1682, March 1696 4. There
has been put forward the hypothesis that the vietory over leprosy was
won both owing. to the lepers’ having been isolated — in a conscious
collective effort of the Westerners — and to the fact that in time, the
human body had acquired a certain stamina, feeding and body linen
having passed through radical changes, the latter especially 42

It was certainly only one battle that was won then, but the war
had to be further waged against the fiercest enemy : plague (Black
Death). As to the moment this most terrible disease first appeared in
Western Europe, the specialists consider it to be either in antiquity, in
the 5th century B.C. (“‘Pericle’s plague’)4® or in the 6th century A. D.
(“Justinian’s plague’”) 4, or, according to the latest opinions, in the 8th
century 4. Without insisting upon the havoc worked by plague the fa-
mous ‘“‘Black Death’ in the 14th century, we will discuss only its final
period, of the 16 —18th centuries. Between 1624 —1639, in the Germanic

W Ibidem, 1963/1,

97 Ibidem, p. 1.

38 Ibidem.

3% For the whole France their number reduced from several hundred to about ten,
their destination being to shelter the isolated diseascd.

40 Dr, Charles Petouraud, op. cit.,, 1I, 1963, No. 1, p. 11; Pierre Chaunu, op. cit.,
p. 167.

1 Ihident.

42 Jhidem.

13 Albert Colnat, op. cil., pp. 13—19.

4 Jhidem, pp. 28—35.

46 William M. Bowsly, The Black Death: « lurning poinl in history?, New York, 1971,
p. 21; Frederick Y. Kartwright, Disease und histery, London, 1972, p. 35; Monique Luceret,
Les grandes pestes en France, Paris, 1985; the best synthesis on the evolution of plague is

due to Jean-Noél Biraben, Les hommes el la peste en France et dans les pays curopéens et
medilerrannéens, Paris — lLa Haye, 1975 —1976.

p. 6.
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world plague was associated with the great devastations eaused by the

430 years’ war’ . An immediate consequence was the depopulation of
whole distriets as it happened in Saarebriicken 47, Then, gradually, when
the chaotiec marching of the mercenary troops came to an end, the epi-
demie was cantoned on the Germanic lands to later disappear at the end

of the same century *®. ,
Tn Trance, over the 16—18th centuries plague was most obstinate,

appearing in the least expected forms and in the least expected places.
Paris was swept over by plague in 1612, 1619, 1631, 1638, 1662 and lastly
in 1668 #; in Besangon, between 1439 and 1640 it manifested itself 40
times, in Dole in 1565, 1586, 1629, 1632, 1637 ; the Timousin county was
ravaged by plague 10 times in the 17th century and Orléanais 22 times
within the same interval . The most terrible but also the last of its out-
breaks in France was in Marseille and Provence between 1720 and 1723 %,

In Flanders, the most characteristic and conclusive manifestation
was that in Amsterdam between 1622 and 1628, actually the last one, too.

In Britain, the plague which left the deepest mark, being deseribed
most suggestively %2, ravaged TLondon between 1664 and 1665, the last to
devastate the country, too. : :

In the southern parts of the continent, more hackward and closer to
the Hast, plague was to have its last great outbursts. In Spain, plague —
known as the “Black Death” — first ravaged between 1596 and 1602.
Unable to predict the course plague might take, the people did not quite
know how to protect themselves. In his memoirs, Pierre Gaiyet wrote that
“the great losses caused by the Black Death were the consequences of
the road taken by it to infiltrate itself.. 753 Then it broke forth again
with relative intensity between 1629 and 1639 and with the greatest force

in the interval 1647 —1652, 1676 —1633 5 o be back again only casually

and ‘later disappear (1800—1802)%.

About the end of the 17th century Ttaly passed through terrible
times : plague spread over as a result of the same causes to.which there
was added the pillage of the country by the northern mercenaries (Ger-
mans, Swedes ete.). The peninsular population did not know how and was
unable to protect itself as the terrible epidemic propagated either by sea
through the numberless Mediterranean harbours, or by land from the

steppes round the Black Sea, 7.

46 Albert Colnat, op. cil., P. 109 —121.

47 Jpidem, p. 118; the author quotes scver:
anthropophagy.

i a8 [pidem; F. Braudel, op. cil., p. 63.

29 M. Fosseyeux, Les épidémies de peste a Paris,
Médeeine'”, XI1/1913, p. 110 : ik

o0 pierre Ghaunu, Seville ef ' Atlanfique, vol. VIIT, 1st part, Paris, 1959, p. 290, No.
1; J. and A. Nicolas, La vie quotidienne en Savoic, Paris, 1979, p. 119.

5l Réné Bacherel, Epidimie of terretr. Histoire el sociologie, “Annales Historiques de la
Tiévolution frangaise'’, No. 122/1951, p. 113-146; C. Carriere, M. Gourdurié, 1% Rebuffat,
Marseille, ville morl. La peste de 1720, DParis, 1968, passim. :

8¢ Daniel Defoe, Journal de Uannée de la peste, ed. by J

55 ¢, Pierre Chaunu, La civilisation..., P- 174,

5 fdem, Sepille cf ' Atlantique, vol. VIII, 1st part, p. 299.

55 Ibidemn. ‘
55 Willian M. Bowski, The Black Deall,

al desperate cascs of people reduced to

«Bulletin de la Société: d’Histoire de la

oscph Aynard, Paris, 1943.

p. 129.
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In London, between 1593 and 1664 —1665, as a consequence of the
five plague attacks there died 153,463 people %2 while Amsterdam, be-
tween 1622 and 1628, when the plague raged annually, registered 35,000
dead people . In France, the plague at the beginning of the 17th century
laid waste the whole Gascogne which made Montaigne tell how he “servit
6 nois miserablement de guide” to his family wandering in search of a
shelter ““...une famille ezgarée faisant peur i ses amis et & soy-niesme
el porreur ot qu’elle cherehast & se placer’’®. The records in Beauvais show
that in this town of maximum 10,000 inhabitants, hetween 1625 and 1640,
1,600 —2,000 inhabitants died of plague %, The figures arve high and should
they be subject to a eritical analysis, they become unbelievable. The same
state of things is revealed by the records in Amiens. For this town with a
population of 25,000—30,000 people, the records show that in 1632 there
were 25,000 plague-stricken persons, while in 1668 — 30,000 %, The figures
were certainly exaggerated as there never was such a depopulation.
Nevertheless they are accountable if the terror caused by plague and the
wish to depict its ravages are taken into consideration. In connection with
the massive toll taken by plague in France we will mention only the situa-
tions in Marseilles and Toulon between 1720 and 1723. There the popu-
lation was reduced to half while in neighbouring Provence to about two

thirds %. Trying to minimize the demographic disaster, the marquis of
Chasteleux stated that by 1770 the inhabitants of Marseilles, of Toulon
and of Provence had grown in number. Reading his statement, Voltaire
replied with his well-known irony : “Oui ! par les voising”. ¢ The founder
of the French Enlightenment was right as plague had killed mainly old
men and when it was over, young men came and got married and made
their living in the region. Equally devastating was the plague in the coun-
tries of southern Europe. In Spain, between 1596 and 1602, the plague
struck the population savagely, simply reducing it to half %, Tt reappeared
mm the same country between 1629 and 1639 but not in serious forms.
Not long after, between 1649 and 1652, Spain was again swept over vio-
lently by plague. The human losses were enormous : Andalusia was shut
off and subject to quarantine ; Valencia was ravaged ; Seville lost 60,000
lives out of 110,000 it had had 7. Not even now were overstatements due
to plaguephobia missing : Malaga was said to have lost 40,000 people,
more than the actual figure of the city inhabitants ». The consequences
were terrible : the country lost 99, of its population, the Mediterranean
Levant, if it did not disappear as Pierre Chaunu 72 seems to believe, then

62 J. Aynard, op.

$3 1bidem.
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The steps taken by the isolated municipalities supported by the
Catholic Church helped fo win small battles but did not defeat plague
definitively in Western Turope in the 17th century.The historical moment,
decisive for the new conscious approach, was the plague in Marseille be-
tween 1720 and 1723. The full proof in this respect, among others, is the
unpublighed letter of the French consul Charles de Partyet from the
Cadix harbour . On September 15th, 1720 he let the royal councillor
know that the French merchandise in the Spanish harbour had been
burnt, the reason given heing that they came from the plague-infested
Marseille. Due to the content of the letter, the procedure was rather un-
uenal for a simple consul’s correspondence : the annotation reveals thab
“pfar. le Régent’ should be informed abhout this. At the time the rela-
tionghips between France’s regent Philippe d’Orléans and the king of
Spain Philippe de Bourbon were tense, the two of them detesting each
other. Nevertheless, they both were aware of the danger. (fonsequently,
it was agreed that all the goods coming from Marseille and Tounlon ghould
he burnt in Cadix and soon after in the other Iberian harbours. A token
of political wisdom was thus given which made cooperation hetween states
possible while the flowing waves of ink prevented the firing of cannons,
as it would most probably have happened. France also cooperated with
Holland, Britain and with the principalities of Western Germany. The
steps taken by the states were unitary, making use of those means which
were of maximum efficiency.

Tollowing the example of the Catholic Reformation, the Order Sb.
Vineent de Paul was resorted to and under its control and protection @
network of asylum-hospitals where patients or guspects were obligatorily
hospitalized was sel up. Simultaneously, the houses of the diseased were
completely isolated, the pavements were washed with lye, the corpses
were buried in lime pits dug on the outskirts of the settlements or even
burnt %, the dwellings andl slreets were disinfected by burning aromatic
plants or gun powder *, the dogs or other animals belonging to the infes-
ted areas were killed a8 well 22, Tn the years when the slightest danger of
plague was signalled, those people travelling from the suspect areas were
asked to have health cards. These were granted only after rigorous check-
ups sometimes preceded by confinement periods *%.

With & view to observing all these steps taken by the Western luro-
pean states, the authority of the royal high officials was resorted to.
They proved implacable in carrying these measures into effect and, con-
sequently, the results were the expected ones.

79 Apchives National, AMinisteére d’Affaires Ltrangéres, fond B 1, Ds. 225, 1. 272,
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suntheitspiisse; Cartas de salut, etc.

THE END OF GREAT EPIDEMICS IN WESTERN EUROPE 70
]

the agélilsniagkgxlla% pet%ple were fully aware of the great importance of
e iconographyyof 131 :t&ﬁ: — ?Tm%ol;m by the written records and
X ] y ¢ — ftheir being carried out corr

immediately made it possible that something %rery snililartt(‘; (1'11;: (gll‘gsggllﬁ

day “Red Cross” be set "y f
lay (R up a century and a half before its institutiona-

But the most important thin i
e e 3T g hing was the victor —
{)}I;E paﬁ?tigﬁ 2 Ehwh is still being debated by l)h.}gi:i:;gl-‘; gligtgiul sﬂ‘;e
: ]P P tbuw_vm om, to the states’ unitary etforts. actually an ex a8 10
of how intelligence fought and defeated evil without d“_uﬁj" 1 example
(= Lot

84 Monique Lucer i
q ceret, op. cit., p. 20 et sqq.; Pierre Chaunu, La civilisation ..., pp. 173 —

; Ge-175; it seem
sms to have been propagated not only by fleas or rats as it Was. believed in

past, but also by people.



