
Life in Medieval Italy       Siena 



Florence – Wealth and art, ruled by 
powerful families like the Medici.

Venice – A major trading power, 
ruled by a group of wealthy 
merchants.

Milan – A strong military city-state, 
ruled by the Sforza family.

Papal States – Controlled by the 
Pope, covering central Italy.



How was to live 
with a plague?

Engraving 
depicting the 

burning of Jews, 
accused of 
poisoning 

Christian wells.



How did all begin? – Sicilian chronicler Michele da Piazza

It so happened in the month of October in the year of our 
Lord 1347, around the first of that month, twelve Genoese 
galleys, fleeing our Lord’s wrath which came down upon 
them for the misdeeds, put in at the port of the city of 
Messina. They brought with them a plague that they carried 
down to the very marrow of their bones, so that if anyone so 
much as spoke to them, he was infected with a mortal 
sickness which brought on an immediate death that he could 
in no way avoid.



“Above all, students of medieval 
history must learn to read and 

view records and artifacts through 
medieval eyes. Only in this way 

can we begin to comprehend what 
it was like to experience the 

Black Death”



Giovanni Bocaccio – The Decameron 

“The noble city of Florence was visited by the deadly pestilence. The 
plague began in a terrifying and extraordinary manner, to make its 
disastrous effects apparent”

“…Was the appearance of certain swellings in the groin or armpit”

“Against these maladies, it seemed that all the advice of physicians and 
all the power of medicine was such that it allowed no remedy. Few of 
those who caught it ever recovered and the death occurred within 
three days”

“I was a witness. One day the rags of a pauper who had died from the 
disease were thrown into the street and pigs were attracted to the 
extend of being poisoned”





Fear or not?

Leave your home!!



What can 
historical 
pandemics 
teach us 
about 
COVID-19?



1348 – 1350

Most devastating outbreak 
50% mortality rate in Europe

Eurasian foothills / Mongol empire

Effects and reactions?
- Shortage of labor

- Women as saviors 
- Technological innovations



Might contain disturbing images

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LMt8xm4t7XQ


La danse 
macabre 
nouvelle

Paris: Guy 
Marchant

1486

Morgan 
Library & 
Museum



The Dance of 

Death (1493) by Michael 

Wolgenut, from 
Nuremberg Chronicle. 

The Abbess from Holbein's Simolachri, 

Historie, e Figure de la Morte, 1549



The Pedlar from Holbein's Simolachri, Historie, e Figure de la Morte, 1549 The Plowman from Holbein's Simolachri, Historie, e Figure de la Morte, 1549



“Not One But Many 

Separate Cities”

Housing Diversity in 16-

century Venice

Patricia Fortini Brown





A place of habitation + source of identity

HOME

PATRICIANS
CITTADINI
POPOLANI

“Most of their people are foreigners”



Ca Bembo at Santa Maria Nova View of Corte dei Preti



Hospice of Crociferi



“The rich are necessary to the Republic; 
and the poor are necessary to the rich”





Casebook

“Men should appropriately consume 
fine food and drink in measured 

quantities”

“Should take at least 3 times a week 
the antidote”

“Poor men should consume leeks or 
holy water and scabiosa (plant) or 

scallions whether by boiling or 
liquefying in wine, or eating them 

finely chopped”
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