
 

March 8-12: Black Death 
 
Dear Students; 
 
I hope you are all doing well and got through exam and essay week all in one piece! 
 
Continuing our survey of medieval thinking that informs literature of the period, this week (and 
next) we will be looking into beliefs about life and death, the after life, heaven and hell.  The 
belief in heaven and hell was all-pervasive in the Middle Ages; not in a morbid way (although 
some literature of the period is quite terrifying) but in a way that exhorted the man and woman 
on the street to strive for eternal life. 
 
I am of the firm belief that one cannot understand medieval literature simply by doing textual 
analysis or a literary theory of interpretation.  Literature, in every period, is a reflection of a 
culture, a religious sensibility, a moral outlook and--perhaps most importantly--a response to the 
historical events of the day.  
 
Perhaps the biggest event in Medieval culture was the Black Death, or Bubonic Plague, which 
wiped out almost half of the population of Europe, and between 30-45% of the population of 
England.  We must not underestimate the profound impact of this event on medieval society and 
literature.  In fact, it was so profound that the English language literally changed after the Black 
Death, as did the economy, social hierarchies, customs, and law.  The Black Death represents 
an earth-shattering paradigmatic shift in the thinking of Europe and England.  It’s not hard to 
imagine: consider that almost 1 out of every 2 or 3 people you knew died within a matter of 
weeks and months in gruesome agony: what this would do to your life, your thinking, your plans 
for your future, your ideas about God, justice and mercy, your thinking about what might happen 
in the future.  Many, many people believed the Bubonic plague to be the end of the world. 
 
Some of the key features of the Black Death of 1348: 
 

- Crime increased in many areas; 
- Workers and laborers were in desperate short supply 
- Governments collapsed 
- Bands of organised criminals took control of large parts of society 
- Mass graves had to be set up all over the place, as the cemeteries were full to the brim 

(they are still uncovering mass graves in England to this day: 
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-00473-y): 

- There was a religious revival, and pilgrimages increased (Hence, Canterbury Tales). 
- The construction of many massive, beautiful medieval cathedrals largely halted or 

incompleted; 
- Many universities and schools permanently shut down; 
- New trade and economic practices (including the formation of guilds). 

 

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-00473-y


 

Your final essay will be a research essay on this topic: the impact that the Black Death had on 
English literature after 1348/49. I will share more details on this in coming lessons, once we get 
the introduction to the topic under our belts this week. 
 
Following the Black Death, a new and revised form of literature and drama emerged: the 
mystery play, and the miracle play.  The accompanying powerpoint explains the development 
of these genres.  It also covers morality plays, which we have looked at and which pre-date the 
plague. 
 
In order to understand the cultural significance of mystery and miracle plays: 
 

1. Read the attached powerpoint on Medieval drama; 
2. Research: 

a. Doggerel (a kind of bawdy, crude, or humorous poem); 
b. Rise of the late medieval guilds (or “mysteries”) 
c. Gregorian chant and antiphonals. 
d. Late Gothic architecture and art (following the plague). 

 
The attached materials should help you on your way! 
 
As with all medieval literature in the Medieval period, the mystery and miracle plays may seem 
incongruous and odd to us: they included: 
 

1. Biblical stories as plot lines; 
2. Intermissions filled with doggerel and humorous (even crude) skits and poems. 
3. Conclusions featuring sublime music and antiphonals. 

 
If you are able to reconcile the use of doggerel simultaneously with Biblical stories, you will start 
to enter into the medieval mind! 
 
During the week, I will be hosting a zoom meeting for any who are interested in discussing 
these topics and will post details in the Forum; if you are unable to attend, I will post the video 
after in the forum too. 
 
Many thanks for your essays and projects, which I have started marking; I hope to be through 
most of them by the end of the week.  So far, they look excellent, and--with student’s 
permissions--I may post some of them to inspire you! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


