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Summary Overview
In the fourteenth century, the Bubonic Plague swept 
west engulfing the Mediterranean Basin and Europe. 
Florence, an up and coming city-state in Northern 
Italy, was struck as hard as the surrounding lands. Bal-
dassarre Bonaiuti lived during this time and in the last 
several years of his life wrote a chronicle detailing the 
economic and political history of contemporary Flor-
ence. This chronicle is best known for these excerpts 
which include the depiction of Florence amidst the 
outbreak of the plague. Bonaiuti begins by quickly 
outlining the symptoms and physical effects of the 
bacterial infection. Most of his account, however, 
focuses on the drastic social and economic disrup-
tions brought upon by the plague and the legislative 
responses of Florence’s government. The plague was a 
manifest reminder of the fragility of both human life 
and social structures, and Bonaiuti’s account empha-
sizes the upheaval and chaos that reigned in Florence 
in 1348.

Defining Moment
The Bubonic Plague, a bacterial infection, causes flu-
like symptoms, swollen lymph nodes known as bu-
boes, and, commonly, death. The pestilence is thought 
to have arisen in China or the steppes of Central Asia 
in the early fourteenth century. From there it moved 
East with help from the Silk Road and recent Mongol 
expansion. It reached Crimea, on the North shore of 
the Black Sea, by 1343. Carried by fleas which lived 
on rats which, in turn, resided on cargo the ships, the 
plague quickly spread across the Black Sea, the Medi-
terranean Sea, and Europe.

By the time the plague hit in 1348, the city of Flor-
ence had been on the rise. Formerly part of Tuscany, 
the city became an independent republic towards the 
beginning of the twelfth century. Growing and flour-

ishing, it became a banking powerhouse. (Baldassarre 
Bonaiuti, the author of this document, and his family 
were bankers.) It was also a hub for cutting-edge ar-
chitecture and literature. The writers Dante, Petrarch, 
and Boccaccio were all born in Florence in the thir-
teenth and fourteenth centuries. Beginning in 1348, 
the plague ravaged Florence, as Bonaiuti details in 
this document. Another blow was struck to the city 
in 1378 by the Ciompi revolt, an uprising of wool 
worker who made up a large proportion of the Flo-
rentine population. Despite these challenges, the city 
bounced back as strong as ever. The end of the four-
teenth century saw the rise of the Medici, Florence’s 
most famous politicians and art patrons.

Author Biography
Baldassarre Bonaiuti was born in Florence in 1336. 
He is commonly known as Marchionne di Coppo 
Stefani due to his preference of Marchionne over his 
given name of Baldassarre as well as an early pub-
lisher misrepresenting his family name. Bonaiuti was 
born into an elite Florentine family to Coppo Ste-
fani de Buonaiuti and Gemma di Dante di Rinaldo. 
Though his parents died while he was still a teenager, 
Bonaiuti followed his father’s footsteps as a Floren-
tine banker and politician. He visited Naples and 
Rome on behalf of the Florentine state and served as 
the city’s ambassador to Bologna and Bohemia. His 
only known literary work is The Florentine Chronicle, 
a first hand account from which the excerpts that 
comprise this document are taken. These excerpts 
concerning the Bubonic Plague in Florence are what 
the chronicle is most known for; however, it is, in 
fact, a wide ranging political and economic history 
of contemporary Florence. He wrote this work in the 
final years of his life, before dying sometime between 
1375 and 1385.



10  • THE BLACK DEATH

HISTORICAL DOCUMENT

Rubric 643: Concerning a Mortality in the City of 
Florence in Which Many People Died
In the year of the Lord 1348 there was a very great 
pestilence in the city and district of Florence. It was 
of such a fury and so tempestuous that in houses 
in which it took hold previously healthy servants 
who took care of the ill died of the same illness. 
Almost none of the ill survived past the fourth day. 
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 hap-
pened that no one remained who had not died. And 
it was not just that men and women died, but even 
sentient animals died. Dogs, cats, chickens, oxen, 
donkeys 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 swell-
ing 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. 
Those in town fled to villages. Physicians could not 
be found because they had died like the others. 
And those who could be found wanted vast sums in 
hand before they entered the house. And when they 
did enter, they checked the pulse with face turned 
away. They inspected the urine from a distance 
and with something odoriferous under their nose. 
Child abandoned the father, husband the wife, wife 
the husband, one brother the other, one sister the 
other. In all the city there was nothing to do but to 
carry the dead to a burial. And those who died had 
neither confessor nor other sacraments. And many 
died with no one looking after them. And many died 
of hunger because when someone took to bed sick, 
another in the house, terrified, said to him: “I’m go-
ing for the doctor.”  Calmly walking out the door, the 
other left and did not return again. Abandoned by 

people, without food, but accompanied by fever, 
they weakened. There were many who pleaded with 
their relatives not to abandon them when night fell. 
But [the relatives] said to the sick person, “So that 
during the night you did not have to awaken those 
who serve you and who work hard day and night, 
take some sweetmeats, wine or water. They are here 
on the bedstead by your head; here are some blan-
kets.” And when the sick person had fallen asleep, 
they left and did not return. If it happened that he 
was strengthened by the food during the night he 
might be alive and strong enough to get to the win-
dow. If the street was not a major one, he might 
stand there a half hour before anyone came by. And 
if someone did pass by, and if he was strong enough 
that he could be heard when he called out to them, 
sometimes there might be a response and some-
times not, but there was no help. No one, or few, 
wished to enter a house where anyone was sick, nor 
did they even want to deal with those healthy peo-
ple who came out of a sick person’s house. And they 
said to them: “He is stupefied, do not speak to him!” 
saying further: “He has it because there is a bubo 
in his house.” They call the swelling a bubo. Many 
died unseen. So they remained in their beds until 
they stank. And the neighbors, if there were any, 
having smelled the stench, placed them in a shroud 
and sent them for burial. The house remained open 
and yet there was no one daring enough to touch 
anything because it seemed that things remained 
poisoned and that whoever used them picked up 
the illness.

At every church, or at most of them, they dug 
deep trenches, down to the waterline, wide and 
deep, depending on how large the parish was. And 
those who were responsible for the dead carried 
them on their backs in the night in which they died 
and threw them into the ditch, or else they paid a 
high price to those who would do it for them. The 
next morning, if there were many [bodies] in the 
trench, they covered them over with dirt. And then 
more bodies were put on top of them, with a little 
more dirt over those; they put layer on layer just like 
one puts layers of cheese in a lasagna.
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The beccamorti [literally, vultures] who provid-
ed their service, were paid such a high price that 
many were enriched by it. Many died from [car-
rying away the dead], some rich, some after earn-
ing just a little, but high prices continued. Ser-
vants, or those who took care of the ill, charged 
from one to three florins per day and the cost of 
things grew. The things that the sick ate, sweet-
meats and sugar, seemed priceless. Sugar cost from 
three to eight florins per pound. And other confec-
tions cost similarly. Capons and other poultry were 
very expensive and eggs cost between twelve and 
twenty-four pence each; and he was blessed who 
could find three per day even if he searched the 
entire city. Finding wax was miraculous. A pound of 
wax would have gone up more than a florin if there 
had not been a stop put [by the communal govern-
ment] to the vain ostentation that the Florentines 
always make [over funerals]. Thus it was ordered 
that no more than two large candles could be car-
ried [in any funeral]. Churches had no more than a 
single bier which usually was not sufficient. Spice 
dealers and beccamorti sold biers, burial palls, and 
cushions at very high prices. Dressing in expensive 
woolen cloth as is customary in [mourning] the 
dead, that is in a long cloak, with mantle and veil 
that used to cost women three florins climbed in 
price to thirty florins and would have climbed to 
100 florins had the custom of dressing in expen-
sive cloth not been changed. The rich dressed in 
modest woolens, those not rich sewed [clothes] 
in linen. Benches on which the dead were placed 
cost like the heavens and still the benches were 
only a hundredth of those needed. Priests were not 
able to ring bells as they would have liked. Con-
cerning that [the government] issued ordinances 
discouraging the sounding of bells, sale of burial 
benches, and limiting expenses. They could not 
sound bells, sell benches, nor cry out announce-
ments because the sick hated to hear of this and 
it discouraged the healthy as well. Priests and fri-
ars went [to serve] the rich in great multitudes and 
they were paid such high prices that they all got 
rich. And therefore [the authorities] ordered that 
one could not have more than a prescribed num-
ber [of clerics] of the local parish church. And the 

prescribed number of friars was six. All fruits with a 
nut at the center, like unripe plums and unhusked 
almonds, fresh broadbeans, figs and every useless 
and unhealthy fruit, were forbidden entrance into 
the city. Many processions, including those with 
relics and the painted tablet of Santa Maria Inpru-
neta, went through the city crying our “Mercy” and 
praying and then they came to a stop in the piazza 
of the Priors. There they made peace concerning 
important controversies, injuries and deaths. This 
[pestilence] was a matter of such great discourage-
ment and fear that men gathered together in or-
der to take some comfort in dining together. And 
each evening one of them provided dinner to ten 
companions and the next evening they planned to 
eat with one of the others. And sometimes if they 
planned to eat with a certain one he had no meal 
prepared because he was sick. Or if the host had 
made dinner for the ten, two or three were miss-
ing. Some fled to villas, others to villages in order 
to get a change of air. Where there had been no 
[pestilence], there they carried it; if it was already 
there, they caused it to increase. None of the 
guilds in Florence was working. All the shops were 
shut, taverns closed; only the apothecaries and the 
churches remained open. If you went outside, you 
found almost no one. And many good and rich men 
were carried from home to church on a pall by four 
beccamorti and one tonsured clerk who carried the 
cross. Each of them wanted a florin. This mortal-
ity enriched apothecaries, doctors, poultry vendors, 
beccamorti, and greengrocers who sold of poultices 
of mallow, nettles, mercury and other herbs nec-
essary to draw off the infirmity. And it was those 
who made these poultices who made alot of money. 
Woolworkers and vendors of remnants of cloth who 
found themselves in possession of cloths [after 
the death of the entrepreneur for whom they were 
working] sold it to whoever asked for it. When the 
mortality ended, those who found themselves with 
cloth of any kind or with raw materials for making 
cloth was enriched. But many found [who actually 
owned cloths being processed by workers] found 
it to be moth-eaten, ruined or lost by the weavers. 
Large quantities of raw and processed wool were 
lost throughout the city and countryside.
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This pestilence began in March, as was said, and 
ended in September 1348. And people began to 
 return to look after their houses and possessions. 
And there were so many houses full of goods with-
out a master that it was stupefying. Then those who 
would inherit these goods began to appear. And 
such it was that those who had nothing found them-
selves rich with what did not seem to be theirs and 
they were unseemly because of it. Women and men 
began to dress ostentatiously.

Rubric 635: How Many of the Dead Died Because 
of the Mortality of the Year of Christ 1348
Now it was ordered by the bishop and the Lords [of 
the city government]that they should formally in-
quire as to how many died in Florence. When it was 
seen at the beginning of October that no more per-
sons were dying of the pestilence, they found that 
among males, females, children and adults, 96,000 
died between March and October.

Rubric 636: How They Passed Ordinances 
Concerning Many Things in Florence
In the said year, when the mortality stopped, women 
and men in Florence were unmindful of [traditional 
modesty concerning] their dress. And ordinances 
were passed concerning this giving authority to the 

Judge of the Grascia to enforce these ordinances. 
The tailors made such boundless demands for pay-
ment that they could not be satisfied. Authority was 
granted [to the judge] that he should handle all mat-
ters himself. Servants were so unhappy about the 
very high prices [they paid] that it was necessary 
to make great efforts to restrain [the price rises]. 
The workers on the land in the countryside wanted 
rent contracts such that you could say that all they 
harvested would be theirs. And they learned to de-
mand oxen from the landlord but at the landlord’s 
risk [and liability for any harm done to the animal]. 
And then they helped others for pay by the job or 
by the day. And they also learned to deny [liability 
for] loans and [rental] payments. Concerning this 
serious ordinances were instituted; and [hiring] 
laborers became much more expensive. You could 
say that the farms were theirs; and they wanted 
the oxen, seed, loans quickly and on good terms. It 
was necessary to put a brake on weddings as well 
because when they gathered for the betrothal each 
party brought too many people in order to increase 
the pomp. And thus the wedding was made up of 
so many trappings. How many days were necessary 
and how many women took part in a woman’s wed-
ding. And they passed many other ordinances con-
cerning [these issues].

Document Analysis
In these excerpts, Bonaiuti describes the havoc which 
the Bubonic Plague wreaked upon the city of Florence 
in 1348. He begins with a physical description of the 
pestilence and its symptoms. Yet Bonaiuti does not play 
medical observer for very long. After several sentences, 
he quickly moves onto the changes that the outbreak 
wrought on Florentine society. He looks at a wide range 
of changes, social, legislative, and economic.

Throughout his depiction of social changes, Bonaiuti 
focuses on the theme of upheaval. This concept will 
be examined in greater depth in the Essential Themes 
section below. Bonaiuti begins with social upheaval at 
the family level and expands from there. He writes that 
“Child abandoned the father, husband the wife, wife 
the husband, one brother the other, one sister the oth-
er.” The juxtaposition of the concept of abandonment 

and close family ties establishes the sense of disrup-
tion that the pestilence brings to the social fabric. The 
extensive list of different family ties showcases the ex-
tent of the disruption. From families, Bonaiuti moves to 
more general social mores. At the end of Rubric 643, he 
states: “Women and men began to dress ostentatiously.” 
This idea also appears at the beginning of Rubric 636: 
“In the said year, when the mortality stopped, women 
and men in Florence were unmindful of [traditional 
modesty concerning] their dress.” With a manifest ex-
ample of the fragility of life, the residents of Florence 
were less interested in modesty. The problems in the 
health of individuals led to a breakdown of social norms 
at all levels of society.

The legislative changes are a direct result of the 
social changes, as the city government attempted to 
deal with disruptions in social norms. As Bonaiuti de-



tails, these legislative changes come in the form of 
ordinances passed. Rubric 636 devolves into a list 
of these various ordinances. In response to the os-
tentatious display of dress: “Ordinances were passed 
concerning this giving authority to the Judge of the 
Grascia to enforce these ordinances.” A labor crisis 
arose in the countryside and “Concerning this serious 
ordinances were instituted.” Finally, pomp exhibit-
ing during weddings was on the rise. Similar to the 
changes in dress, this can be attributed to residents of 
Florence putting less stock in modesty. As one might 
imagine, “They passed many other ordinances con-
cerning [these issues].” The quick succession of leg-
islation can be viewed as a direct effect of the sudden 
social changes.

Bonaiuti focuses on economic changes far more than 
social or legislative changes. This should come as no 
surprise given his background as a banker and the eco-
nomic bent of the rest of his chronicle. The economic 
changes he details prove varied. He details how the 
price of some products increased exponentially: “The 
things that the sick ate, sweetmeats and sugar, seemed 
priceless…Capons and other poultry were very expen-
sive and eggs cost between twelve and twenty-four 
pence each…mantle and veil that used to cost women 
three florins climbed in price to thirty florins and would 
have climbed to 100 florins had the custom of dressing 
in expensive cloth not been changed.” This increase in 
prices meant bedlam for the average Florentine citizen. 
However, there were those that profited: “Priests and 
friars went [to serve] the rich in great multitudes and 
they were paid such high prices that they all got rich.” 
And later Bonaiuti adds that “This mortality enriched 
apothecaries, doctors, poultry vendors, beccamorti, and 
greengrocers who sold of poultices of mallow, nettles, 
mercury and other herbs necessary to draw off the infir-
mity.” Moreover, the quick reversal in the economic hi-
erarchy created a stigma upon the new rich: “And such 
it was that those who had nothing found themselves 
rich with what did not seem to be theirs and they were 
unseemly because of it.” Similar to the social changes 
and the legislative changes which they caused, the eco-
nomic changes constituted sudden and violent disrup-
tions from the status quo.

Essential Themes
The theme of upheaval courses through these excerpts. 
In this Bonaiuti echoes the ancient Greek histori-
an Thucydides and his depiction of the great plague 

that hit Athens during the Peloponnesian War. Just as 
Thucydides does in that account, Bonaiuti shows how 
damage wrought on the health of individuals quickly 
translates to upheavals in morality and the social hi-
erarchy. On the one hand, this course of events may 
be common for all devastating outbreaks, yet Bonaiuti’s 
employs specific echoes to recall Thucydides’ prose. 
One of the social upheavals that Thucydides focuses 
on is the disregard for the normally meticulous burial 
rites as corpses get heaped upon one another. Bonaiuti 
includes a similar description with a ghastly analogy: 
“And then more bodies were put on top of them, with 
a little more dirt over those; they put layer on layer just 
like one puts layers of cheese in a lasagna.” Thucydides 
also addresses how the outbreak dissolved family ties. 
As seen in the Document Analysis section above, Bo-
naiuti writes: “Child abandoned the father, husband 
the wife, wife the husband, one brother the other, one 
sister the other.”

Finally the theme of upheaval gets extended into 
the economic realm. The overturning of the economic 
hierarchy caused by the Athenian plague troubled the 
aristocratic Thucydides. Bonaiuti, likewise a member 
of the elite class, is similarly concerned with eco-
nomic upheaval. While discussing the labor crisis in 
the countryside, he details how the laborers turned 
the tables on the landowners. They made so many 
unprecedented requests that Bonaiuti claims, “You 
could say that the farms were theirs.” The transfer-
ence of land, albeit metaphorical, from the elite to the 
laborer underscores the upheaval exhibited through-
out these excerpts.

— —Anthony Vivian, MA
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