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In 1347, a ship arrived in Sicily.  Its crew had been decimated.  Its cargo was Yersinia 

pestis. 

 The total body count attributable to the bacterium Y. pestis is upwards of 200 

million people, a stunning number even when compared to AIDS, Spanish influenza, 

smallpox, and tuberculosis.  In the Foster scale (a logarithmic calamity scale; a kind of 

Richter scale for human disaster), only World War II has surpassed the plague in terms 

of death toll, suffering, and societal impact.  Estimates by survivors and modern 

historians alike are fairly consistent in positing about a third of Europeans perished 

from the plague. 

 This study will use “plague” rather than the “Black Death” to correct a common 

misconception.  In 1631, the Dutch historiographer Johannes Isaacus Pontanus 

employed the Latin term mors atra, coined by Seneca (4 BCE - 65 CE) to describe an 

outbreak of disease in Rome .  Pontanus claimed that this term was used in the 1

fourteenth century to refer to the European Y. pestis epidemic, conflating his historical 

reference points and crafting a catchy name.  But the disease that entered Europe in 

1347 earned a coterie of grand titles in its own time: it was called, variously, huge 

mortalitye, la moria grandissima, la mortalega grande, grosze Pestilentz, peligro 

grande, and très grande mortalité.  These names all translate, roughly, to “the Great 

Mortality”.  Terms like “plague” and “pestilence” both refer to diseases caused by divine 

It is also occasionally said that the word “black” is in reference to the physical symptoms of the 1

plague.  However, septicemic plague, the only variation wherein the extremities can turn black, 
was the rarest form of the disease.
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wrath, but are not specifically linked to Y. pestis.  In recognition of the history of 

evolving perceptions towards the mass death caused by the disease of the bacillus Y. 

pestis, this paper will use the term “Great Mortality” to refer to the 14th century 

outbreak and “plague” to mean the larger epidemic that is commonly called the “Black 

Death.” 

 To discuss the visual culture of the plague, it is first necessary to begin with a 

comprehensive overview of the origin, spread, and impact of the epidemic.  An 

understanding of the socioeconomic and global conditions of the period, as well as the 

disease’s effect on its victims and survivors alike, will better inform the visual analysis, 

iconographical exploration, and other modes of inquiry. 

 For the pathogen to spark a major outbreak, a number of distinct factors had to 

align: 

I. Increased Mobility.  The Mongol unification of the Eurasian steppe under Genghis 

Khan allowed for greater fluidity of movement between borders.  Rats and their fleas 

that would have otherwise died in isolation traveled throughout Asia riding the 

saddlebags of Mongolian invaders and later scrounging within the hulls of ships and 

among goods traveling around the world.  The Early Middle Ages, spanning from the 

6th to 10th centuries CE, was at far less of a risk of such a disease , but after 2

crusades, globalization, and Genghis Khan’s conquests, the continent was ripe for 

disease. 

 Marilyn Stokstad, Medieval Art (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2004).2
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II. Demographics and Lifestyle.  Infectious diseases generally require a minimum 

population of 400,000 in order to sustain themselves, or the chain of infection is 

liable to break down.  Distance between settlements could also break the wave of 

infectious disease like patches of grassland block a forest fire’s march.  The 

fourteenth century was an overcrowded period; after a prosperous growth between 

1000 and 1200, Europe had found itself in a Malthusian deadlock of exploding 

population but stagnant resources.  Stagnation turned to rot in stuffed, highly 

unsanitary cities, where full chamber pots were dumped into streets and animals 

were slaughtered in public.  Add to this the black rat (Rattus rattus), a critical 

disease vector which sustains itself upon human refuse and garbage, and the culture 

of rubbish blooms into an oasis ripe for an epidemic.

III. Environmental Instability.  Accounts from Europe and Asia in the decades 

preceding the Great Mortality report volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, swarms of 

locusts, and flooding.  While these accounts may have been vastly exaggerated in 

order to justify a narrative of divine wrath, tree ring analysis shows that the early 

fourteenth century was “one of the most severe periods of environmental stress in 

the last two thousand years,”  partially due to increased seismic activity.  3

Earthquakes and other ecological disasters may have threatened remote rodent 

populations by limiting food sources or destroying habitat, forcing the rodents to 

seek out human settlements for food and shelter. 

 John Kelly, The Great Mortality: an intimate history of the Black Death, the most devastating 3

plague of all time (New York: Harper Collins, 2001).
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The plague is a disease of rodents, but the black rat is not the only creature to blame; the 

carriers of Y. pestis were black rat fleas, Xenopsylla cheopis.  X. cheopis does not 

particularly favor human blood, but like most creatures, will take necessary measures to 

avoid starvation.  It is an unlucky coincidence that a disease that evolved to curb the rat 

population is so effective in likewise exterminating humans. 

Bubonic plague, the most common form of plague, is the most survivable, with a 

mortality rate of 60% .  It incubates from 2 to 6 days after a flea bite, until revealed in 4

the form of buboes, infected lymph nodes.  Leg and ankle bites lead to buildup of plague 

bacilli in the lymph nodes clustered around the groin; arm and upper-body bites cluster 

buboes under the armpits or on the neck.  Another far less common symptom is the 

emergence of petechiae, hemorrhagic bruises on the chest, back, and neck that 

correspond to the victim’s internal trauma.  In some cases of bubonic plague, the plague 

bacilli escape the lymphatic system and infect the respiratory, leading to a secondary 

pneumonic plague. 

Pneumonic plague is spread from person to person in the same way as a cold and 

has an incubation period of 1 to 3 days.  This form was called the “coughing plague” by 

some, as it was characterized by persistent coughing and vomiting of blood.  In the 

earliest days of the Great Mortality, pneumonic plague was especially common in Italy.  

Untreated, its mortality rate is between 95 and 100% .   5

 John Kelly, The Great Mortality: an intimate history of the Black Death, the most devastating 4

plague of all time (New York: Harper Collins, 2001).

 John Kelly, The Great Mortality: an intimate history of the Black Death, the most devastating 5

plague of all time (New York: Harper Collins, 2001).
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Septicemic plague is fatal.  Once plague bacilli enter the bloodstream, the ensuing 

toxicity is a death sentence.  Extremities blacken and stiffen and the victim cannot 

expect to survive beyond a day. 

 The Great Mortality began in central Asia and quickly spread throughout the 

Eurasian landmass.  The disease entered European history when a trade ship arrived in 

Sicily from Caffa, and soon swept up the Mediterranean coast to Marseille, where half 

the city was wiped out in a single winter.  It spread northwards through France, to the 

Flemish border, into Dover and Dorset and then London.  Meanwhile the plague 

swarmed into central Europe, accompanied by a rise of anti-Semitism and mass murder.  

In 1349 the Great Mortality finished its successful tour of Europe by catching a ride to 

Norway on a ship transporting textiles to Bergen.  By the end of the summer it had 

claimed Sweden and Greenland.  Between 1347 and 1349, the plague irreversibly 

changed the course of European history. 

Despite the plague’s indelible mark on society, there is surprisingly little academic 

exploration of its effect on visual culture.  The dearth of research in this area is not for 

lack of evidence, but rather due to the fact that plague imagery is frequently 

misrepresented and misremembered. 
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6

 Let us recall the bubo and the petechiae.  Neither lymph nodes nor hemorrhagic 

bruising would cause even patterns of growths and splotches; lymph nodes are 

concentrated in certain locations.  Even so, modern-day depictions of the plague tend to 

involve large dark tumors equally spaced around the body.  While inflamed and infected 

lymph nodes may take on some pigment, they are often bean-sized and self-colored.  

The memorably gruesome visual impact of the plague that has been passed down in 

popular media and scholarly accounts alike is a fictionalized representation of the 

disease.  My first chapter, “A Plague of Misinformation,” will be dedicated to exploring 

Rachel Elaine Hsu

Barnard College

Columbia University

Source: blausen.com

 Blausen.com staff (2014). "Medical gallery of Blausen Medical 2014". WikiJournal of Medicine6

1 (2). DOI:10.15347/wjm/2014.010. ISSN 2002-4436
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these misrepresentations, correcting them through iconographic analysis, and inquiring 

as to why they are so pervasive.  I will make use of psychoanalytic theory in order to 

justify the prevalence of abject and uncanny imagery despite its lack of factual 

grounding.  Misleading imagery must be identified before asserting the true formal 

developments and image types developed in light of the plague.

 One man, Millard Meiss, dominates the scholarly conversation on the artistic 

culture surrounding the Great Mortality.  His seminal book Painting in Florence and 

Siena after the Black Death argues that the plague led to conservative artistic styles.  

The majority of formal investigations of plague art beyond this work are short rebuttals 

of Meiss.  In my second chapter, “Grief Infecting Art,” I hope to begin a new 

conversation, working from Meiss but also identifying reasons beyond him to suggest 

Bubonic Plague Sculpture for Gordon Museum, Eleanor Cook, 2007
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the Great Mortality impacted European art in a tangible and incredible way.  For the 

purposes of this paper, “visual culture” mainly refers to art and architecture .  Art is 7

often decontextualized, but in the medieval era there is little ars gratia artis.  Art was 

functional, a method of worship, storytelling, and expression beyond simple visual 

pleasure. By incorporating the word “culture” I insist upon contextualization within a 

world wracked by natural disaster.  I also propose that the visual shifted with the 

cultural. 

 My third chapter, “The Votive Cure,” will follow the legacy of the bubonic plague 

into later centuries.  Venice was especially affected by the many smaller waves of plague 

that came after the initial Great Mortality of 1347.  The plague of 1485 killed the doge 

Giovanni Mocenigo.  The Great Plague of Milan in 1629 is named for its city of origin, 

but when it reached Venice in 1630 it killed thousands more than it did in Milan: 

46,000 out of the total population of 140,000, almost exactly a third of its inhabitants .  8

Due to the Y. pestis’ persistence and effectiveness against the densely populated city of 

islands, it remained at the forefront of Venetian consciousness and culture.  Rather than 

manifesting as a single deadly surge of disease, a single Great Mortality, the bubonic 

plague was a permanent resident in Venice.  This chapter will discuss how the plague 

thereby solidified itself in the most permanent form of art: architecture.  Venice 

contains many votive churches, even those built well into the seventeenth century, 

created in order to beg forgiveness from God and end the plague. 

 Nicholas Mirzoeff. An introduction to visual culture (New York: Routledge, 2009).7

 Carlo M Cupola, Fighting the plague in Seventeenth-Century Italy (Madison Wis.: University 8

Press, 1981).
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 My fourth and final chapter, “Society in Remission” will serve as my conclusion, 

reinforcing my claim that the plague resulted in new artistic developments and 

providing an overview of my specific arguments. 

There is a great deal of scholarship yet to be done on the visual culture of the plague, 

and this paper is by no means exhaustive.  However, in the pursuits of accuracy and 

discovery, I hope to at least begin a conversation that can breathe new air into old 

discourse.
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II: A Plague of Misinformation

Imagine a plague victim. 

Omne Bonum, Royal 6 E VI volume 2 fol 301R, James le Palmer, 1350-1375

!10



Rachel Elaine Hsu

Barnard College

Columbia University
 Even with a comprehensive understanding of the bacterium, the principal disease 

vectors, and the spread of infection, most would summon a distorted, medically 

inaccurate image in their mind’s eye. 

Omne Bonum 

Folio 301r of the manuscript Omne Bonum, attributed to scribe James le Palmer, is 

everywhere.  It is often cropped down to frame a historiated initial, a C inhabited by five 

figures.  Four tonsured men, modestly clothed but with visible and gruesomely spotted 

faces and hands, stand on the image’s left side.  The illustration has been proliferated 

online through various tourist sites, in an exhibit on the Black Death at the Museum of 

London in 2012, and even Nature, the international weekly journal of science, used this 

image in 2011 to announce the complete sequencing of Y. pestis genome retrieved from 

a 14th century London cemetery, the first pathogen sequenced from historical remains . 9

 But it does not represent the plague.  It is a distortion of the past through willful 

ignorance in the present — misinformation proffered to a too-trusting public. 

 The root of the mislabeling issue lies in an iconographical confusion.  

Iconography, as defined by Panofsky, is the “secondary or conventional subject matter.  

It is apprehended by realizing that a male figure with a knife represents St. 

Bartholomew… [or] that a group of figures seated at a dinner table in a certain 

arrangement and in certain poses represent the Last Supper.  In doing this we connect 

artistic motifs… with themes or concepts.”  The motifs, or pre-iconography, are 

 Monica H. Green; Walker-Meikle, Kathleen; and Müller, Wolfgang P. (2016) "Diagnosis of a 9

"Plague" Image: A Digital Cautionary Tale," The Medieval Globe: Vol. 1 : No. 1 , Article 13.

!11



Rachel Elaine Hsu

Barnard College

Columbia University
identifiable.  The five men are all clearly in religious garb, and the similar lesions among 

the ones infected suggest to the biomedical eye that those figures are suffering from an 

infectious disease.  One may assume that the illness depicted is the deadliest and best-

known illness of the late medieval era, as Omne Bonum, unfinished when Le Palmer 

died in 1375, can be dated to within a few decades of the Great Mortality.  However, 

further inspection of the image and its surrounding text confirms that it was not 

intended to be an illustration of the plague.  

 The historiated initial that the figures stand in is a “C” for Clericus Debilitatus 

Ministrans, the name of a section of Omne Bonum which translates to “On Ministration 

by a Debilitated Cleric.”  This in itself does not debunk the plague theory, but it does 

bring to the fore the image’s context.  The section discusses whether clerics should 

continue their work in spite of a chronic affliction, and “chronic” implies a state of 

ongoing that would rule out a six-day killer like the plague.  We see no buboes, the 

eponymous characteristic of the bubonic plague.  This does not rule out the pneumonic 

or septicemic plagues, but the spaced-out spots on the victims fail to suggest either 

version of plague .  Finally, the affliction most frequently mentioned in the body of the 10

text is leprosy, which caused dark lesions and skin infection.  There is ample precedent 

for the use of even spots as an iconography associated with leprosy in late medieval art .  11

More to the point, within the same manuscript the Emperor Constantine, who was said 

 While petechiae do appear on victims in rare cases, such hemorrhagic bruising is localized to 10

certain areas.

 Christine M. Boeckl, Images of leprosy disease, religion, and politics in European art. 11

(Kirksville, MO: Truman State University Press, 2011)
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to have been cured of his leprosy after his conversion, is depicted with identical spots on 

folio 394r of the same manuscript.   

 A contemporaneous account found in a letter from Michele da Piazza sent in 

October of 1347 claims that the plague “caused the eruption of a sort of boil, the size of a 

lentil, on the thigh or arm, which so infected and invaded the body that the victims 

violently coughed up blood, and after three days’ incessant vomiting, for which there 

was no remedy, they died.”  The plague causes buboes which sometimes do not even 

manifest in a highly visible manner and are certainly not spread across the body like a 

baseball-sized pox.  Lymph nodes are clustered in the armpits, groin, and throat areas, 

and are generally very small — as da Piazza says, the size of a lentil.  

Omne Bonum, Royal 6 E VI volume 2 fol 349R, James le Palmer, 1350-1375
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 In 2007, folio 301R of Omne Bonum was published in the British Library’s web-

catalog Images Online, where high quality historical images can be licensed for a 

publication fee.  It was cropped around the initial, decontextualized from its body of 

text.  Its caption in 2007 was “Plague victims blessed by priest.”  At the time of the 

publication of Monica Green’s “Diagnosis of a ‘Plague’ Image: A Digital Cautionary Tale” 

in 2016, the caption remained the same, but her prominence as a medieval medical 

historian and her well-supported reasoning led to a change in the British Library’s 

caption, which as of April 2018 reads, “Clerics with leprosy receiving instruction from a 

bishop. ” 12

 This single database correction hasn’t changed the contemporary iconography 

surrounding the plague.  In the age of information, misinformation can more rapidly 

proliferate through digital dissemination — one database error can lead an image to 

spread to thousands of documents.  The principal disease vector in this case is the 

British Library’s Images Online, and its spread was viral. 

The Uncanny 

Omne Bonum is simply one example of a widespread problem of academic treatment of 

the plague.

 The image of the beak-nosed plague doctor is especially prevalent due to its 

persistence as the mask of Il Dottore in Italian Commedia Dell’ Arte.  This stock figure is 

costumed like a late Renaissance plague doctor, in a long robe and a birdlike mask that 

 C Wight. "Royal 6 E VI f. 301, Clerici (Clerics)." British Library Catalogue of Illuminated 12

Manuscripts. August 25, 2005. Accessed January 04, 2018. http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/
illuminatedmanuscripts/ILLUMIN.ASP?Size=mid&IllID=40313.
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is supposed to hold aromatic herbs in order to prevent the spread of airborne miasmatic 

illnesses.  If the mistaken iconography of leprosy is a case of the wrong disease for the 

right time, then the plague doctor is a case of the right disease but the wrong time: it is 

not that the plague doctors did not exist, but rather that they have been mistakenly 

associated with the Great Mortality of 1347.  The traditional medico della peste costume 

is attributed to Charles de Lorme, royal physician to three French kings in the 16th 

century, long after the first major outbreak.  Beaked plague doctors are inventions of the 

Renaissance and popular iconography found in 16th-18th century theatre, yet are 

consistently associated with the 14th century outbreak. 

 Where Panofskian iconography is key to properly interpreting images and 

historiography illustrates how misinterpretations first came about, social history may 

indicate why they persist.  Distilling images into concepts and motifs necessitates the 

“simplification and distortion [of] a more complex reality,” and our continual 

misinterpretation is “culturally relative, in the sense of being determined by the society 

which has influenced [the] experience.”   Now that academic journals, wax museums, 13

popular media, and countless other sources have disseminated questionable images 

labeled as plague, such images of horribly disfigured people are culturally ingrained in 

21st century western society.

 Spotted victims in dire condition and beaked doctors looming about make for 

exceptionally striking imagery.  There is a psychoanalytic basis for why these 

emotionally charged works are so pervasive and dominant: namely, the “concerns with 

bodily drives in relation to life and death.”  Hal Foster cites the use of the abject, 

 Michael Baxandall, “The Period Eye,” In Art and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy 13

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972), 29-40.
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wretched body to express social psychic trauma.  Foster writes that social factors in the 

20th century, “the AIDS epidemic above all … drove [a] pervasive aesthetic of mounting 

and melancholy;” representational art in the face of an epidemic, be it AIDS or the 

plague, becomes psychically associated with an abject aesthetic even if the illness is 

largely invisible.  A devastating illness deserves an abject aesthetic, so the fantasy of the 

gruesomely deformed plague victim and nightmarish doctor soothes our cultural 

anxiety.  There is a psychical desire to make the good beautiful and the evil ugly, so the 

plague has been made hideous.

 The uncanny, another Freudian mechanism, explains further why incorrect but 

stirring images can take hold in the public consciousness .  That which is 14

simultaneously familiar and foreign, comfortable and yet disturbingly different, evokes a 

mixed reaction of disgust and fascination.  While deliberately explored in the art of the 

20th and 21st centuries, such as in Damien Hirst’s The Prodigal Son (1994) and 

Salvador Dalí’s Buste de Femme Rétrospectif (1933), our fascination with and reaction 

towards the uncanny likely stretches back throughout human history.  As Mike Kelley 

explains in “Playing with Dead Things,” “the uncanny is a somewhat muted sense of 

horror, horror tinged with confusion.  It produces ‘goose bumps’ and is ‘spine tingling’… 

all of these feelings are evoked by an object, a dead object that has a life of its own, a life 

which is… intimately connected in some secret manner to your life. ”  Often this object 15

 Sigmund Freud, Josef Breuer, James Strachey, Anna Freud, and Angela Richards. “The 14

Uncanny,” In The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud. 
London: Vintage, 2001.

 Mike Kelley, Mike Kelley: The Uncanny (Köln: W. König, 2004)15
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resembles a human body in some manner, distorted and dead in a relatable and yet 

insurmountably distant way. 

 The uncanny is disarming and irresistibly seductive, provoking a viewer’s morbid 

curiosity.  It is the tension between disgust and desire.  The modern, popularized, and 

imagined plague image speaks to this curiosity, causing discomfort but also an eerie 

pleasure, a sneaking suspicion that something so revolting might also contain hidden 

allure.  It is “disconcerting at first glance, but by virtue of which people were no longer 

limited to talking about their phobias, manias, feelings, and desires, but could now 

touch them, manipulate and operate them with their own hands. ”  A physical 16

representation of ghastly lesions and growths speaks to our innate animal fears, forcing 

us to imagine the same splotches  and tumors on our own bodies should we succumb to 

the medieval disease.  But it also allows us to have a concrete — if fictionalized — image 

of the plague, which bridges the chasm of uncertainty.

 The uncanny affects mankind on a deeply personal level, which in turn highlights 

another problem in the contemporary representation of plague images.  The plague 

devastated nearly every community in Europe between 1347 and 1348.  The suffering 

was collective.  A distressing new normal cannot be condensed into a single tortured 

body; the community impact was unimaginable, and perhaps the scale of visual 

representation should reflect the disease’s scale of destruction. 

Illustrated Buboes 

 Salvador Dalí. The Secret Life of Salvador Dalí. (Exciting Classics, 2017)16
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While a succinct and uncanny narrative appeals to reason, frequent misreading and 

mislabeling of images like the one in Omne Bonum show the need to critically examine 

contemporary understandings of the plague’s impact on art and not sensationalize 

inaccuracy.  Many true images of the bubonic plague were indirect representations 

rather than depictions of the disease itself, and its ultimate effect on art manifested long 

after the singular event of the Great Mortality.  In the relatively rare case that the 

plague’s physical symptoms were illustrated, they were done so in a clinical manner, 

such as in the 23 woodcut illustrations found in surgeon Hieronymus Brunschwig’s 

Pestbuch.  Pestbuch, which draws heavily upon Heinrich Steinhowel’s 1473 treatise on 

the plague, is a publication from the year 1500 that describes the disease’s origin, 

symptoms, and treatment, illustrated with detailed images of those stricken .   17

 In one image, a sick man sits up in bed next to three attending physicians.  At 

first glance, there is little to associate this woodcut with the plague according to the 

common misconceptions of the modern eye.  The man is bare-chested and appears 

unblemished, and his three doctors are unmasked with free-flowing hair and their own 

share of exposed skin, despite the contagious potential of the disease.  The patient in the 

woodcut is indicating a swollen bubo in his armpit, which is hardly visible due to the 

scale of the illustration.  Another woodcut depicting a man reclining in bed surrounded 

by three figures also does not depict highly visible lesions or infections.  Iconographical 

and historiographical analysis proves to us that the plague was practically an invisible 

disease; psychoanalysis suggests that this is so prevalent due to a human fascination 

with visually identifiable suffering. 

 Hieronymus Brunschwig, Pestbuch (Strassburg: Johann Reinhard Grüninger, 1500)17
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 More realistic buboes also appear in the iconography of San Rocco, the 

intercessory saint said to have dedicated his life to curing plague victims until he 

ultimately contracted the plague himself.  He is consistently shown to have a bubo in his 

groin area, though it is often lowered somewhat to preserve his modesty and not expose 

Pestbuch: Man in Bed, printed by Johann Grüninger, artist unknown, 1500

Pestbuch: Man with Three Figures, printed by Johann Grüninger, multiple artists, 1500
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him indecently.  It is always between the size of a bean and an egg, flesh-colored, and 

anatomically close to his inguinal lymph nodes.  Sometimes it is purulent and festering 

and others it still appears as a subcutaneous growth. 

Barnard College

Columbia University

San Rocco with detail of bubo infected with pus or Guinea worm, unknown, 15th century
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San Rocco with detail, Romano Alberti Detto il Nero, 1528
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 Other intercessory plague saints, such as Saint Sebastian, also seem to champion 

realism: in one image he is shown lancing a bubo amongst a woman’s cervical lymph 

nodes.  Unfortunately, these few medically accurate scenes are easily drowned out by the 

enticingly, incorrect, and ubiquitous “plague polka dot.” 

Rachel Elaine Hsu

Barnard College

Columbia University

San Rocco with detail, Lorenzo Lotto, 1549
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Contemporary Media 

Monica Green, the historian at the forefront of the battle to reintroduce medically 

accurate information to contemporary visual culture, has contacted medical journals 

and image catalogs .  Today, an internet image search of “bubonic plague” or “black 18

death” no longer yields the image from Omne Bonum that was once the poster child of 

plague imagery and literal book-cover of a bubonic plague encyclopedia .  But popular 19

Rachel Elaine Hsu
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Detail from St. Sebastian murals in Lanslevillard, Savoy, unknown, late 15th century

 Monica Green, Kathleen Walker-Meikle; and Wolfgang P. Müller (2016) "Diagnosis of a 18

"Plague" Image: A Digital Cautionary Tale," The Medieval Globe: Vol. 1 : No. 1 , Article 13. 

 Joseph Patrick Byrne. Encyclopedia of the Black Death. Santa Barbara (CA: ABC-CLIO, 19

2012).
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misinterpretation continues.  A bubo is the punchline of a joke in the popular history 

webcomic Hark! A Vagrant, and yet somehow it has developed on a man’s wrist where 

the presence of a bubo would be highly unlikely .  The factually dense and well-written 20

Pixar short Your Friend the Rat discusses Rattus rattus and Xenopsylla cheopis by 

name and documents the rodent displacement, flea infection, and ensuing spread of 

bubonic plague from Asia to Europe; the short exists to educate children .  And yet its 21

depiction of plague victims, though filtered through Disney’s artistic license, is like that 

of Omne Bonum: spots everywhere .22

Encyclopedia of the Black Death by Joseph Patrick Byrne, 2012

 Kate Beaton. "15th Century Peasant Romance Comics." Hark, a Vagrant: 255. Accessed 20

February 01, 2018. http://www.harkavagrant.com/index.php?id=255.

Your Friend the Rat. Directed by Jim Capobianco. Performed by Patton Oswalt and Peter 21

Sohn. USA: Pixar, 2007. DVD.
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Why is it so vital, then, to know what the plague truly looked like?  If edutainment 

shorts by one of the largest producers of media in the world can employ artistic license, 

if plague encyclopedias can feature leprosy on their covers, why is there a need to push 

back against this imagery? 
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15th Century Peasant Romance Comics, Kate Beaton, 2013

Your Friend the Rat, Pixar, 2007
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 Scientific evidence allowed us to identify Y. pestis as the plague bacillus by 

comparing its current existence to medieval accounts of the plague and its symptoms.  

Humanistic practitioners such as historians of war, along with medical historians and 

art historians, have allowed us to reconstruct the conditions and human activities that 

caused the spread of the plague.  “All disciplines involved in the analysis of the past have 

rigorous standards of what constitutes evidence and what kinds of interpretations are 

valid. ” A factual understanding of human history allows us to contextualize the 23

problems of our species’ past and therefore productively understand our own present 

and future.  A better understanding of medieval iconography and iconology allows us to 

explore the impact of this devastating period on the whole of European art. 

 Monica Green, Kathleen Walker-Meikle; and Wolfgang P. Müller (2016) "Diagnosis of a 23

"Plague" Image: A Digital Cautionary Tale," The Medieval Globe: Vol. 1 : No. 1 , Article 13. 
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II.  Grief Infecting Art 

Contemporaneous representations of the plague did exist.  Highly symbolic 

representations of faith, grief, and destruction take precedence over uncanny images of 

rot and bodies.  Furthermore, the plague catalyzed changes to art history: indirectly, as  

through changing economic and social conditions, and directly, as through the invention 

of new visual forms.   

Millard Meiss 

 Existing literature on the plague’s effect on Medieval visual culture is essentially 

limited to a single academic text from 1951, Millard Meiss’ Painting in Florence and 

Siena After the Black Death, which examines the trajectory of art in the third quarter of 

the fourteenth century.  It is time-worn and nowadays faces much criticism — many 

historians choose to respond directly to Meiss, derailing his argument without positing 

their own theories and leaving the whole of plague-related art history woefully empty.  

Meiss claims that this period’s increasing conservatism reflected the increasing religious 

orthodoxy of Italian society.  This was not “merely the normal result of the ever-

recurring search for new departures… It was intimately related with profound changes 

that came about in men’s habits of thought and feeling as a result of the Black Death and 

accompanying phenomena in the economic, social, and political scene. ”  Doctors were 24

dying en masse and professionals of every other craft were not faring much better.  Even 

 John K. Cartwright, “Review of Painting in Florence and Siena,” The Catholic Historical  24

Review 40, no. 2 (1954): 222-223
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if there were more resources to go around, transporting those goods could (and did) 

spread Y. pestis further throughout the continent and decimate even more communities.  

This inspired an environment of confusion and panic.  

 Meiss observes that pious men “adhered to more traditional patterns of thought 

and feeling, and it may well be that their ideal of a religious art was still the art of the 

later thirteenth century — an art that was still visible almost everywhere in the cities, 

and even more in the churches.”   Christ begins to take form more often as an angry 25

judge than a loving savior.  Painterly dimensional techniques established by Giotto at 

the turn of the 14th century apparently regressed into the hieratic and archaic forms of 

centuries past; “masses of people, interpreting the calamities as punishments of their 

worldliness and their sin, were stirred by repentance and religious yearning ” and 26

thereby inspired to imitate art of a century earlier when European society was thriving.  

Meiss’ theory ultimately comes down to this: art stalled in progress and in fact reversed 

in the third quarter of the Trecento.  The dimensional developments such as relative 

scale and optical perspective that led to the styles of the Renaissance were impeded 

briefly by this wave of destruction.  The illusion of depth was flattened, dynamic forms 

were made rigid, and lively faces became mask-like.  This style, along with the period’s 

appreciation for gold and splendor, points towards a regressive phase in art beginning in 

1347. 

 Millard Meiss, Painting in Florence and Siena after the Black Death: the Arts, Religion and 25

Society in the Mid-Fourteenth Century (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1978), 70

 Millard Meiss, Painting in Florence and Siena after the Black Death: the Arts, Religion and 26

Society in the Mid-Fourteenth Century (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1978), 73
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 Meiss is not alone in this theory.  Leonardo da Vinci claimed that after the age of 

Giotto (d. 1337) , “art suffered a relapse (ricadde), for everyone imitated paintings 27

already made and so it went on from century to century till... Masaccio  demonstrated 28

by his perfect work how… anything but nature had labored in vain. ”  Leonardo 29

identifies naturalistic, mimetic art as “perfect.”  Giotto, who was among the first 

medieval artists to render blue skies instead of gold ground and to establish perspectival 

systems, obediently pursued the trajectory towards mimesis that was disrupted shortly 

after his time.  It was not until the 15th century that naturalism was reestablished as the 

dominant form of representation.  Both Leonardo and Millard Meiss imply that art 

regressed or degraded between the mid-fourteenth century until the dawn of the 

Quattrocento. 

 Meiss illustrates his proposal with abundant figures and case studies, but the 

overall premise of regressive art relies on art consistently progressing in a linear 

manner.  While a linear narrative can be constructed out of curated evidence, art history 

is intensely discursive and self-referential, circular and simultaneously disconnected, 

with similar innovations of materiality and technique appearing across the globe having 

been independently invented.  It is impossible to capture a singular grand linear 

narrative of art history where trends continually build upon each other, following a 

predetermined path without fail.  In the period pinpointed by Millard Meiss, multiple 

overlapping threads of stylistic shift, innovation, and historicism contributed to a 

 Christine Sciacca, Florence at the dawn of the Renaissance: painting and illumination, 27

1300-1350 (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2012)

Masaccio was born in 1401, so Leonardo’s “century to century” is a slight exaggeration.28

 Jean Paul Richer, The literary works of Leonardo Da Vinci (London: Phaidon, 1970)29
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complex era of visual representation.  Rather than attempt to characterize an era, I will 

examine Meiss’ claims of a “primitive” reactionary style and then propose my own 

theories of how the Great Mortality changed art. 

 Mark Rothko’s The Artist’s Reality succinctly deconstructs the notion of the term 

“primitive”:  

It is used by those misguided spirits who believe that developed, or “civilized,” 

art is exhibited only in those works which are naturalistic and undistorted from 

the point of view of Renaissance romanticism — which is the only form of 

distortion they conceive as being compatible with civilized art.  …[It demeans] all 

the great vital art of classical, oriental, and Christian art, where distortion for the 

purpose of showing expressive and formal relationships was the dominant 

motivation in their creation.30

Over the course of the last century, Modernism has begun to dissolve the notion that 

such distorted images were a product of ignorance, but the bias against abstracted 

reproduction and anti-mimesis remains.  Rothko himself is an abstract expressionist 

who creates work that “a child could have done,” in the words of countless clueless 

grown-ups.  That comment, whether directed at Rothko, medieval artists, or the 

indigenous artists of many non-Western lands, compares the intellect and ability of an 

adult artist to children simply because the layperson is unwilling to comprehend that 

there are styles beyond mimesis and photorealism.  It is commonly said that the Dark 

Ages are called thus due to early medieval man’s irrationality, violence, and lack of 

 Mark Rothko, The Artist’s Reality: Philosophies of Art (New Haven: Yale University Press, 30

2004), 113.
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sophistication .  In the same manner, Millard Meiss and countless other art historians 31

demean the art of the late 14th century as primitive, regressive, less advanced. 

 During the Great Mortality, many of the most experienced artists of Florence and 

Siena died, leaving younger artists and less experienced practitioners to try to rebuild 

the industry.  Meiss argues that they did so by referencing and mimicking older, more 

conservative styles.  He doesn’t leave room for the consideration that the younger artists 

might have been more radical, who, once freed from the traditions of their masters, were 

eager to explore less mimetic methods in their art.  Giotto is a canonical figure in art 

history today, but artists who lived a mere thirty years later wouldn’t have the proper 

hindsight to know that his style would one day be identified as a stepping stone towards 

the Renaissance.  The less mimetic styles used during the plague were not necessarily 

resorted to out of primitivism or religious fear. 

The vast majority of modern scholars no longer use this misleading turn of phrase, which was 31

coined in reference to the relative lack of records from the 5th-10th centuries (compared to the 
well documented late medieval period).
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 In 1354, Andrea di Cione painted the Strozzi Altarpiece for Tommaso Strozzi’s 

personal chapel.  Di Cione, nicknamed Orcagna (“Archangel”) was admitted into the 

painter’s guild just three years before the plague hit Europe, and his work reflects the 

ensuing ornamentation of post-plague art that Meiss identifies in Painting in Florence 

and Siena.  At the center of the altarpiece is God, stiffly and symmetrically enclosed into 

a mandorla of cherubim, suspended in a meticulously tooled gold ground that evokes 

heavenly light.  The Virgin is presenting the kneeling donor to the Lord — traditional 

iconography for a painting meant for a personally commissioned chapel space.  Each 

figure inhabits a separate panel of the altarpiece, below which are three scenes in 

miniature.  It is flat but not as stiff as Meiss claims; characters are not limited to remain 

under their individual bays, erectly postured and inert.  Kneeling and swaying figures 

interrupt the geometrical imposition of the frame.  The spatial relationships and colors 
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Strozzi Altarpiece, Andrea Orcagna, 1354-1357

!32



Rachel Elaine Hsu

Barnard College

Columbia University
of this altarpiece are somewhat anti-perspectival and unlike Giotto, but they are not 

necessarily a regression; the panel of saints seems to set a foundation for the future 

tradition of sacra conversazione.  The warm colors and bright gold create a chaotically 

splendorous scene.

 Giotto was a stylistic outlier.  He replaced golden ground with naturalistic sky 

blues decades before such art was considered the new normal.  It’s likely that artists like 

Orcagna were simply looking at other styles, the works of Giotto’s contemporaries that 

more appealed to their sense of beauty.  Lustrous and golden compositions were still the 

style, both before and after the plague.  Meiss fails to recognize that there was no radical 

change between the 1340s and 1350s — the art world simply continued to prefer the 

ornamented style for another century after Giotto. 

 Meiss’ choice of case studies and figures consistently obstruct direct comparison, 

a major foundation of an effective visual argument.  In order to eliminate extraneous 

Crucifixion, Duccio di Boninsegna, 1302-1308.                Crucifixion, Andrea Orcagna, ca. 1365
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divergent factors, Orcagna’s style should be viewed alongside other images of the same 

subject matter.  Crucifixion scenes by both Giotto’s teacher Duccio and Andrea Orcagna 

show a stylistic continuation.  Giotto is the clear outlier, his figures restricted by gravity 

and his blue skies by the tenets of realism.  It is not until he is canonized as the missing 

link between the late medieval and the Renaissance that Giotto’s achievements were 

prized as they are today; it is perfectly believable that Orcagna was simply referring to 

another artist from Giotto’s time whose style he preferred. 

 There are other reasons to approach Painting in Florence and Siena with a grain 

of salt.  By working with loosely dated evidence, Meiss made claims and dated figures 

that are now generally considered to be incorrect. 

Crucifixion, Giotto, 1305
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 In Meiss’ time, Francesco Traini (active 1321-1365) was considered the master 

painter of the fresco cycle in the Camposanto in Pisa.  This includes Trionfo della Morte 

or Triumph of Death, a complex narrative fresco depicting seven overlapping scenes of 

death’s dominance over man.  According to Meiss, Traini “portrayed with intense feeling 

the suffering of the sick, the horror of rotting flesh, and the sudden, unpredictable 

coming of death. ”  32

 It shows more than horror — at a first glance, it paints a convincing picture of 

plague-era life.  The wealthy stand before a mille-fleur ground, oblivious to the nearby 

beggars.  Angels battle in the sky for souls, and the corpses of popes and noblemen lie 

among those of the luckless and poor.  Earthly riches are nothing in the face of death, 

where all men are found equal.  It is a collection of overlapping scenes all demonstrating 

a profound societal collapse and nihilism. 
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Triumph of Death, Francesco Traini or Buonamico Buffalmacco, 14th century

 Millard Meiss, Painting in Florence and Siena after the Black Death: the Arts, Religion and 32

Society in the Mid-Fourteenth Century (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1978), 74 
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 One scene in the lower center of the painting depicts a “wretched group of lepers, 

cripples, and beggars... one with his nose eaten away, others legless or blind or holding 

out a cloth-covered stump instead of a hand, [who] implore Death for deliverance. ”  33

This gruesome imagery instantly ought to draw suspicion; just as with the Omne Bonum

illustration, this representation diverges from our scientific understanding of the 

plague’s symptoms.  The wretched human bodies are not exhibiting symptoms of plague 

but of other afflictions — septicemia, other kinds of bacterial or viral infections, and 

leprosy can account for the symptoms, while bubonic plague cannot.  By Meiss’ own 

admission, the dating of the frescos in Pisa’s Camposanto was uncertain at the time he 

wrote Painting in Florence and Siena After the Black Death.  

Triumph of Death (detail), Francesco Traini or Buonamico Buffalmacco, 14th century

 Barbara W. Tuchman, “This is the End of the World: The Black Death”, in A Distant 33

Mirror: The Calamitous 14th Century, (New York: Alford A. Knopf, Inc. 1978), 124.
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 13 years later, in 1964, Joseph Polzer’s “Aristotle, Mohammed and Nicholas V in 

Hell” asserted that this fresco and the rest of its cycle is markedly anti-Ghibelline , 34

which dates it more specifically to the second quarter of the Trecento and before the 

bubonic plague. 

Columbia University

The Last Judgement and Inferno, Francesco Traini or Buonamico Buffalmacco, 14th century

The Last Judgement (detail), Francesco Traini or Buonamico Buffalmacco, 14th century

 Polzer, Joseph. "Aristotle, Mohammed and Nicholas V in Hell." The Art Bulletin 46, no. 4 34

(1964): 457-69. 
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 Pisa was staunchly Ghibelline, in support of the emperor for the majority of its 

history, but for a brief period in the 1320s and 1330s its loyalties swayed, in support of 

the Pope and the associated Guelphs .  Triumph of Death mocks the luxury of wealth 35

due to the inevitability of death.  The nearby Last Judgement shows the emperor 

bowing his head to the Pope.  The Archangel Gabriel menacingly gestures with a sword, 

positioning it over the emperor’s neck, warning him that his salvation is “contingent 

upon his submission to the church. ” 36

 Meiss and other scholars who focus on Triumph of Death as a plague image 

dedicate little attention to the remainder of the frescoes in the Camposanto, The 

Crucifixion, The Thebaid, The Last Judgement, and The Inferno.  The complete cycle, 

which is now not even exclusively attributed to Traini, is an overarching story of 

religion, life, and death.  Triumph of Death, The Last Judgement, and The Inferno are 

filled with everyday Pisans as well as known figures such as the emperor, the Pope, and 

the “false prophet” Mohammad.  The frescoes convey a narrative of human history, not 

plague history.  Triumph of Death is a death image, not a plague image.  Polzer’s piece is 

a more comprehensive look at the frescoes in the Camposanto than Meiss’ selective use 

of Triumph of Death, and it employs contextual evidence to date the works more 

precisely. 

 Meiss’ contributions should not be overlooked.  While skepticism is warranted for 

his overall methodology, especially in instances of selective and decontextualized 

 Ephraim Emerton, and Coluccio Salutati. Humanism and Tyranny; Studies in the Italian 35

Trecento. Gloucester, MA, P. Smith, 1964.

 Joseph Polzer, "Aristotle, Mohammed and Nicholas V in Hell." The Art Bulletin 46, no. 4 36

(1964): 457-69. 
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evidence, Meiss is a pioneer of visual sociology, making vital connections between social 

conditions and artistic developments.  As the most significant work on plague art to 

date, Painting in Florence and Siena After the Black Death is a flawed but substantive 

source for any scholar addressing the implications of the plague in relationship to art.   

 Meiss, it seems, wanted to identify concrete evidence that the plague left some 

indelible impression on art history.  He consistently chose artworks and artists who met 

three criteria — they were trends rather than isolated examples, were directly in 

response to the plague, and left a notable impact. 

 Any criticism comes with the benefit of sixty years’ hindsight. 

Danse Macabre 

The dance of death or danse macabre is an artistic genre that originated in the late 

medieval period.  The allegorical form confronts the viewer with the inevitability of 

death regardless of age, class, or creed.  René Girard says “of course”  such image types 37

are drawn from the plague, and many other reputable historians agree.  The earliest 

example of the danse macabre at the Cimetière des Innocents in Paris was destroyed in 

1669.  Another early instance, the Dance of Death at Basel (1431–1439), appeared after 

the outbreak of the plague in Europe, which bolsters this theory.  In this danse, Death 

takes humanity in miniature scenes in five registers, approaching weary hermits and 

sprightly knights, vain young damsels and elderly cardinals.  In most appearances in 

this piece, the body of Death is creamy and emaciated, skeletal but not skeletonized.  It 

 René Girard, “The Plague in Literature and Myth,” Texas Studies in Literature and Language, 37

A Special Classics Issue on Myth and Interpretation, 15, no. 5 (1974): 834
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is not stomach-turning; just a part of life.  The movement of the image is almost joyful, 

despite its status as the archetypal memento mori.  The genre of the danse macabre is 

consistent with the early appearance at Basel, and, as noted by Elana Gomel, expertly 

highlights the commonality of the disease .  At the center of the lowest register of the 38

Basel image, the piece is grounded in scripture: Eve offers Adam the apple.  This is the 

key to undermining the general consensus that this is a plague image. 

Dance of Death at Basel, unknown, 1431-1439

 Elana Gomel. "The Plague of Utopias: Pestilence and the Apocalyptic Body." Twentieth 38

Century Literature 46, no. 4 (2000): 405-33. Accessed December 5, 2017. doi:10.2307/827840.
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 The leveling force of death has haunted all of human history, long before and 

after the heyday of the bubonic plague.  The presence of Adam and Eve removes the 

scene from the medieval and, by extension, the plague.  According to Christian theology, 

humans die because of original sin.  While it is true that this image type gained 

momentum while Europe was experiencing numerous waves of plague, it is not the 

danse de la peste.  The 100 Years’ War, for example, took place from 1337 to 1453, so 

that as the plague ravaged Europe, violence plagued France and England.  The danse 

macabre image type, as its name might suggest, flourished most in France.  One could 

just as easily argue then that it grew out of war rather than plague.  More damning is 

that very few Dances of Death appear in Italy, the plague’s first point of contact in 

Europe and most affected geographical area. 

 Let us return to my proposed criteria — Meiss and I are looking for 1) trends, 2) 

in response to the plague, that 3) were impactful.  Impact is the most diaphanous 

quality, difficult to define but easy to identify.  The danse macabre was certainly a trend, 

and a lasting one at that; the motif of dancing skeletons evident in media as modern as 

Disney animations.  The dance macabre is not necessarily a direct response to the 

plague, however.  The current academic conversation seems to agree that the tradition 

yields “multiple cross-readings. ”  Jean le Fèvre de Saint-Remy is said to have written: 39

 Leslie Callahan. "Imagining Death: Three Recent Books on Death in The Middle Ages.” 39

Review of The Danse Macabre of Women. Studies in Iconography, 1998, 211-22.  Accessed 
February 9, 2018. JSTOR.
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Je fis de Macabré la danse

 Qui toute gent maine á sa trace 

 Et á la fosse les adresse.40

Death takes every man.  The plague does not.  Perhaps it is like the frescoes at Pisa: 

these are images of death, not of the plague alone. 

 Meiss’ perfect example escaped him, perhaps due to the geographical scope of 

Painting in Florence and Siena after the Black Death.  The plague banner is found in 

Umbria. 

The Skeleton Dance, Ub Iwerks and Walt Disney, 1929

 Jean Delumeau. Sin and Fear: The Emergence of a Western Guilt Culture, 13th-18th 40

Centuries. New York: St. Martins Press, 1991.

I have done the dance of the macabre 

Which leads all people in his dance 

And brings them to the grave.
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Plague Banners 

By the 1450s, a century after the Great Mortality swept across Europe, the plague 

banner was a well-established art form in Italy.  Though consistently associated with the 

Barnard College

Columbia University

Madonna della Misericordia Gonfalone, Bonfigli, 1472
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Umbrian school and Perugia specifically, these banners or gonfaloni show a lineage far 

older than the epoch of the Perugian school and extends far past the borders of the 

Umbrian region — it is believed that the tradition began around the turn of the 

Quattrocento in Tuscany . 41

 Plague banners were sumptuous symbols of penitence made to be paraded 

through stricken communities by the priesthood.  Bonfigli’s Madonna Della 

Misericordia depicts the Virgin Mary with her arms outstretched.  The hierarchical scale 

is evident — she is massive, and every figure is at most half her size.  Under the 

protective wings of her pallium, women gather on her left side and men on her right.  

Intercessional saints (Saint Lorenzo, Saint Severo, Saint Constanzo, Saint Ludovico, 

Saint Francis, Saint Bernardino, Saint Peter the Martyr, and Saint Sebastian ) surround 42

her on all sides, stacked flatly like the background figures in a Cimabue.  Golden nimbi 

punctuate the composition, complementing the golden lining of Mary’s cloak and the 

brocade of her gown.  Around her head there is a solid gold ground and two weapon-

wielding angels who represent God’s wrath.  Directly above her is Jesus, about as large 

as the Virgin’s entire head, identifiable by his purple robes, cruciform nimbus, and side 

wounds.  With the Angels of Mercy and Justice at his side, Christ slings down black 

arrows which his mother’s mantle deflects, which shows Mary’s willingness and ability 

to mediate the conflict between God and mankind.  Beneath her feet, there is a 

miniature city with tall walls.  An embodiment of the plague, a winged skeleton, 

 Raymond Crawfurd. "Plague Banners." Proceedings of the Royal Society of Medicine 6 (1913): 41

37-48. Accessed March 10, 2018. Sage.

 J. W. Cruickshank and A. M. Cruickshank, The Umbrian Cities of Italy Vol 2 (Boston: L.C. 42

Page, 1907)
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approaches a portal into the city.  Tiny corpses litter the ground near Death’s feet like an 

afterthought.  The Archangel Raphael swoops in, piercing the pictorial line between the 

blue-skied Earth and the golden heavens to spear the skeleton, stopping the disease 

before it destroys another community. 

 It is powerful, but not grotesque.  The plague’s body count and earthly cities are 

literally minimized, while the role of faith and intercession are dramatically enlarged.  

The formal qualities identified by Meiss are evident here: the face of the virgin, which is 

said to have been painted by an angel, is frontal and bears a markedly neutral 

impression.  She lacks urgency, even in the outward sway of her arms; she is protecting 

humanity while remaining a still, imposing, spiritual figure.  The image is lush with gold 

leaf.  The people gathered under her mantle are in an impossible perspectival space, 

stacked and layered without diminishing in scale.  The city below is likewise 

proportioned without a regard towards mimesis, with men taller than the city gates and 

buildings. 

 But it is materiality, not style, that solidifies the plague banner’s importance.  

Such painted banners — not found in many ecclesiastical, military, or civil parades  — 43

were intended to be mobile and temporary, as well as capable of lasting through any 

temperamental weather.  They were painted on primed linen.   

 Paintings on canvas before the rise of the plague banner were very rare, isolated 

instances.  It is only after this widespread activity in Umbria that canvas began to take 

hold as a painting medium, with Botticelli’s Birth of Venus (1480s) often cited as the 

first significant work on canvas.  Decades of plague banners allowed for painters to 

 Daniel V Thompson, The Materials and Techniques of Medieval Painting (New York: Dover 43

Publications, 1956).
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workshop with the medium, experimenting on an object that wasn’t meant to be 

permanent as opposed to handsome furniture-like panel paintings and ecclesiastical 

objects. 

 Like many before me, I approached the genre of plague art due to a personal 

fascination with the macabre.  The late medieval period is rich with disturbingly dark 

and fascinating memento mori which are all too easy to associate with the plague, but in 

an age when medicine was anything but modern and the average life expectancy was 

just a little over 31 years , death was a societal constant.  It was not the phenomenon of 44

death that shocked medieval culture, but the plague as a swift, painful, and incurable 

massacre.  In a critical move, Meiss identifies the plague as an event that affected the 

social sphere, which in turn affected art.  The calamity occurred on a community scale, 

not merely a personal one.  He points towards Orcagna as a historicist reaction against 

the modernist Giotto, a move made out of religious fear.  Orcagna’s point of view is 

difficult to confirm, and it is a shame that the artistic movement identified by Meiss is 

neither long-lasting nor “canonically” significant.  Plague banners, however, were 

certain symbols of religious penitence and panic that led to the widespread use of canvas 

in European art.

 "Health | A Millennium of Health Improvement." BBC News. December 27, 1998. Accessed 44

April 10, 2018. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/health/241864.stm.

This is largely due to a huge number of infant deaths; this statistic is not to skew information, 
simply to paint a landscape that was riddled with death, plague-related and otherwise.
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Venice, Italy, stacked vertically upon limited real estate, completely connected, 

overpopulated, and very humid, was a perfect habitat for the bubonic plague.  Fleas 

flourish best in humid environments and diseases best in cramped ones.  The once-

surprising pandemic became a constant endemic threat that could claim anyone. 

 Venice suffered from multiple aggressive waves of pestilence after the Great 

Mortality, and so its visual culture continued to be greatly affected by the plague long 

after the disease was mostly a memory to the rest of Europe.  Strikingly, this manifested 

in votive architecture, grief sublimated into beauty in the form of incredibly expensive 

permanent structures.  They were traditionally funded during waves of plague and then 

built when the wave had settled and the population given a chance to recuperate.  

Renaissance patrons believed their funding efforts were the cure, and the buildings went 

up as thanks to God for his mercy. 

 These architectural interventions can be attributed to the collective social grief 

that shrouded Venice after multiple floods of pestilence.  They are specifically related to 

the bubonic plague, but are not necessarily reactions to the initial Great Mortality itself.  

More realistically, they are born of a mounting desperation that began to build in 1347 

and continued well into the Baroque with each devastating wave of Y. pestis. 
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 The Chiesa del Santissimo Redentore on the island of Guidecca (consecrated 

1592) is a Palladian Church specifically constructed to include an open path for 

pilgrimages.  The wide nave allows for both churchgoers and visiting pilgrims to fit 

comfortably inside the building, and this design is complemented by the modern 

addition of pews that are confined to the center of the space, leaving ample room for 

visitors. 

Rachel Elaine Hsu

Barnard College

Columbia University

Redentore, Andrea Palladio, 1592

Plan of the Redentore
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Columbia UniversityThe intent was to establish a traditional route to celebrate its namesake, Christ the 

Redeemer.  A yearly festival was established during which every God-fearing Venetian 

crossed from Spirito Santo to the Redentore and then passed through the nave of the 

church.  Even today the Feast of the Redentore is a beloved festival that is centered 

around this space programmatically tailored to serve a memorial and votive function.  

The Redentore is architecturally engaging for a number of reasons, from the flattened 

piers snugly against the facade to its distinctive height and buttressing, but it is the 

yearly festival that activates the space and brings a 16th century reaction into the 

present. 

 The most recently erected votive church in Venice is the expressively baroque 

Santa Maria della Salute, Our Lady of Health.  When the plague reached the city in 

1629, the patriarch immediately ordered the city to take action: the sacrament was 

displayed for nearly two weeks straight at six Venetian churches — “S. Maria Maggiore, 

Salute, Baldassare Longhena, 1681
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Columbia UniversityS. Maria del Giglio, S. Maria Formosa, S. Maria dei Miracoli, S. Maria del Annunziata (S. 

Lucia), and S. Maria della Celestia. ”  Those churches are named in honor of the Virgin 45

Mary, spiritual protector of Venice.  Salute occupies an ideal site, a previously-

unoccupied corner of Dorsoduro where the Grand Canal and Giudecca Canal meet. 

 Rather than programmatically entertain constant pilgrimages, the Salute displays 

interior design that is deeply referential to the plague.  The eight radiating chapels 

feature paintings by Titian.  Titian’s final piece was his Pietá, a massive painting on 

View of Venice detail, Jacopo de Barbari, 1500      Salute on site, 2018

 Andrew Hopkins. "Plans and Planning for S. Maria Della Salute, Venice." The Art Bulletin 79, 45

no. 3 (1997): 440. 
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Columbia Universitypanel that was left unfinished when he died.  In the desperate and intimate scene of the 

Virgin and the lifeless but radiant body of Christ, Titian himself appears as an 

interloper, grasping the martyr’s limp left hand.  Titian intended for the Pietá to be hung 

over his grave in the Frari, in the good company of his signature Assunta and Pesaro 

Altarpiece.  Titian succumbed to the plague in 1576 and, since a contagious corpse was 

dangerous to inter within a well-attended church, the Renaissance master was buried in 

a mass grave.46

Pietá, Titian, 1575

 David Rosand, Titian (New York: Abrams, 1978).46

!51



Rachel Elaine Hsu

Barnard College

Columbia University

Pietá detail, Titian, 1575

Self-Portrait, Titian, 1567
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Columbia UniversityHis undignified end was no doubt still in the minds of Venetians a century later; the 

decor of the Salute is highly evocative of this tragic fate. 

 The Salute’s centerpiece is Queen of Heaven Expelling the Plague (1670), a late 

baroque tableau vivant by Giusto Le Court.  The Virgin, standing upon a pouf of clouds 

and cherubim, looks kindly down at the suppliant personification of Venice at her right 

side.  The plague is at her left side, violently forced to exit the scene.  The “soft surface 

realism” and “picturesque drapery”  of the late Baroque seems almost incongruous next 47

to the 14th century villain who never fully left. 

Queen of Heaven Expelling the Plague, Giusto Le Court, 1670

Rudolf Wittkower et. al., Art and Architecture in Italy, 1600 to 1750 (New Haven: CT, 1999), 47

65.
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Columbia University Reactionary architecture is present in other regions as well, as exemplified by 

Orcagna’s lavish tabernacle at Orsanmichele in Florence (1359).  The intervention cost 

about 350,000 florins, more than the materials of the remainder of the church 

combined , and it is immediately obvious what warranted such a steep cost.  The 48

tabernacle’s architecture is dizzyingly elaborate. 

Tabernacle at Orsanmichele, Andrea Orcagna, 1359

 Brendan Cassidy. "The Financing Of The Tabernacle Of Orsanmichele." Notes in the History 48

of Art 8, no. 1 (1988): 1-6.
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Columbia UniversityThe soaring structure and lace-like sculptural decoration is complemented by a 

rigorously geometric structure that tapers off into pointed pinnacles.  The silhouette is 

distinctly Gothic, but its complex architecture, mosaic decoration, and precious stone 

inlays make it a uniquely sumptuous object .  It houses a miracle-working icon of the 49

Virgin said to cure sufferers of the plague.  The tabernacle’s architectural innovation 

honored the Virgin and child with new, expressive architectural forms, as if sufficient 

splendor would ward off further death.  Facing death with gorgeous architecture is a 

reaction-formation, a psychoanalytic defense mechanism wherein one substitutes strong 

emotions — in this case, negativity and horror regarding the plague — with a diametric 

opposite — beauty, positivity, and creation.

 Nancy Rash Fabbri and Nina Rutenburg. "The Tabernacle of Orsanmichele in Context." The 49

Art Bulletin 63, no. 3 (1981): 385-405. Accessed March 23, 2018. JSTOR.
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IV.  Society in Remission 

The Great Morality only narrowly predated one of the greatest cultural revivals in 

human history, a prosperous period for culture, medicine, agriculture, art, and much 

more.  Greater resources were made available to the survivors.  Despite the 

unimaginably great loss of life throughout Asia and Europe, society seemed to make a 

healthy recovery.  Visualizations of the disease, material innovations, and architectural 

offerings remain.   

 Of course, the Great Mortality and the bubonic plague were not the final plagues 

upon humanity; the end of polio, the rise and fall of the AIDS epidemic, and the recent 

Ebola scare are all well within living memory.  This paper is just the beginning of a new 

visual exploration of the art created during and in reaction to major catastrophes. 

 The correct identification of imagery and iconography is necessary for further 

perusal, and plague art is especially susceptible to misinformation.  While Millard 

Meiss, the cornerstone of this academic conversation, may have not fared well against 

the tests of time, his conceptual proposal that art experienced a plague-incited shift is a 

crucial groundwork for my argument.  European art and architecture, in the forms of 

plague banners and votive architecture respectively, expresses the collective pain and 

repentance of the plague’s victims and drives my argument that the plague left an 

indelible mark on the history of art.  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