DOCUMENT

Bubonic Plague

THE SPREAD OF THE PLAGUE IN the 14th century, affecting major
parts of Asia, the Middle East and Egypt, and Europe, was one
of the great devastations in world history. Muslim and Christian
observers described the plague and reactions to it. Ibn al-Wardi
was a Muslim scholar who died of the plague in 1349; Jean de
Venette was a monk who died in 1368.

IBN AL-WARDI

God is my security in every adversity. My sufficiency is in God
alone. Is not God sufficient protection for His servant? Oh God,
pray for our master, Muhammad, and give him peace. Save us
for his sake from the attacks of the plague and give us shelter.

The plague frightened and killed. It began in the land of dark-
ness. Oh, what a visitor! It has been current for fifteen years. China
was not preserved from it nor could the strongest fortress hinder it.
The plague afflicted the Indians of India. It weighted upon the Sind.
It seized with its hand and ensnared even the lands of the Uzbeks.
The plague destroyed mankind in Cairo. Its eye was cast upon
Egypt, and behold, the people were wide-awake. It stilled all move-
ment in Alexandria. The plague did its work like a silkworm. .. .

Then, the plague turned to Upper Egypt. It, also, sent forth its
storm to Bargah. The plague attacked Gaza, and it shook ‘Asgalan
severely. The plague oppressed Acre. The scourge came to Jerusalem
and paid the zakat [with the souls of men]. It overtook those people
who fled to the al-Agsa Mosque, which stands beside the Dome of
the Rock. If the door of mercy had not been opened, the end of the
world would have occurred in a moment. It then hastened its pace
and attacked the entire maritime plain. The plague trapped Sidon
and descended unexpectedly upon Beirut, cunningly.

This plague is for the Muslims a martyrdom and a reward,
and for the disbelievers a punishment and a rebuke. When the
Muslim endures misfortune, then patience is his worship. It has
been established by our Prophet: God bless him and give him
peace, that the plague-stricken are martyrs. This noble tradition
is true and assures martyrdom. And this secret should be pleas-
ing to the true believer. If someone says it causes infection and
destruction, say: God creates and recreates. If the liar disputes
the matter of infection and tries to find an explanation, I say that
the Prophet, on him be peace, said: who infected the first? If we
acknowledge the plague’s devastation of the people, it is the will
of the Chosen Doer. So it happened again and again. . ..

Among the benefits . . . is the removal of one’s hopes and the
improvement of his earthly works. It awakens men from their
indifference for the provisioning of their final journey.

Nothing prevented us from running away from the plague
except our devotion to the noble tradition. Come then, seek the
aid of God Almighty for raising the plague, for He is the best
helper. Oh God, we call You better than anyone did before. We
call You to raise from us the pestilence and plague. We do not

take refuge in its removal other than with You. We do not depend
on our good health against the Plague but on you. We seek your
protection, oh Lord of creation, from the blows of this stick.

JEAN DE VENETTE

This sickness or pestilence was called an epidemic by the doctors.
Nothing like the great numbers who died in the years 1348 and
1349 has been heard of or seen or read of in times past. This plague
and disease came from ymaginatione or association and contagion,
for if a well man visited the sick he only rarely avoided the risk of
death. Wherefore in many towns timid priests withdrew, leaving
the exercise of their ministry to such of the religious as were more
daring. ... A very great number of the saintly sisters of the Hotel-
Dieu who, not fearing to die, nursed the sick in all sweetness and
humility, with no thought of honor, a number too often renewed
by death, rest in peace with Christ, as we may piously believe.

Some said that this pestilence was caused by infection of the
air and waters, since there was at this time no famine nor lack of
food supplies, but on the contrary great abundance. As a result of
this theory of infected water and air as the source of the plague
the Jews were suddenly and violently charged with infecting
wells and water and corrupting the air. The whole world rose
up against them cruelly on this account. In Germany and other
parts of the world where Jews lived, they were massacred and
slaughtered by Christians, and many thousands were burned
everywhere, indiscriminately. . . .

But woe is me! the world was not changed for the better but
for the worse. . . . For men were more avaricious and grasping
than before, even though they had far greater possessions. They
were more covetous and disturbed each other more frequently
with suits, brawls, disputes and pleas. Nor by the mortality
resulting from this terrible plague inflicted by God was peace
between kings and lords established. And this fact was very
remarkable. Although there was an abundance of all goods, yet
everything was twice as dear, whether it were utensils, victuals,
or merchandise, hired helpers or peasants and serfs, except for
some hereditary domains which remained abundantly stocked
with everything. Charity began to cool, and iniquity with igno-
rance and sin to abound, for few could be found in the good
towns and castles who knew how or were willing to instruct
children in the rudiments of grammar. . . .

QUESTIONS

m How did Christian and Muslim reactions compare?

s Did the reactions suggest that the plague might have different
results in the Middle East and in Europe?

= How did the plague relate to other major developments toward
the end of the postclassical period?
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