“Homines sub habitu religionis aquas inficiebant et potiones imponebant” in Gerona (Spain) in 1348. An example of clergy bad image.

PREFACE

The subject of this sixteenth International Medieval Congress is Heresy and Orthodoxy, commemorating the eight hundredth anniversary of the launch of the Albigesian Crusade. The birth of new Christian heresies coexisted in the Medieval Ages with the existence of ancient heresies
 or the transformation of old ones. This session is entitled “Heresy and Bodily Practice, I: Heresy as Disease or Poison”, but my paper deals with a different kind of relationship between heresy and poison. I’m going to talk about four documents concerning priests poisoning wells (to spread the pest) My main goal is to show the mental change of some of the latest medieval citizens against the church –we can consider this a heresy- Thus, the poisoning isn’t related to the heretics, in fact the heretics were who used this excuse to attack those “wicked” priests.
Different studies have attempted to quantify the extent of XIVth century Black Death waves in terms of number of deaths, segments of the population most affected, causes of its spread and its disappearance, etc. There is also a stream of scholars who focus their studies on its psychological effects on the population rather than the physical effects of pests. The hatred for certain religious minorities (Jews) lead some people to think that they were the ones causing the transmission of the plague; certain religious movements claimed that the cause was the decline of Christian faith self-applying severe penances to mitigate the anger of God. In our study we will focus on some documents involving people “dressed in religious habits” in poisoning wells in 1348.

We are going to divide this presentation in two main chapters: facts and conjectures. There’s a very thin red line between those concepts, because the mere selection of facts is itself a conjecture, but we think that the second part of our work could be seen as a kind of invitation to read into the facts in a particular direction.

1 THE FACTS

1. 1. THE DOCUMENTS WE FOCUSE ON

Our work is based on four documents that we will refer to “N” (Narbonne), “G”: (Girona) and “S” (Sarrión) published by Ch. Guilleré (“G”: 1984c, p. 142-143 and “N”: 1985, p. 141 – 142); J. Villanueva
 (“N”: 1851, p. 270 – 271) and A. López de Meneses (“S”: 1956, p. 301). The last document was mentioned by Gautier Dalché in his “La peste noire dans les États de la Corounne d’Aragon and we can refer to it with an “M” from “Montserrat”.

J. N. Birabent told us about some of these documents in Les Hommes et la peste...
: “N” taken from Villanueva, but falling perhaps in some confusion with “G” because Birabent speaks about a document written “le 27 juin, en Catalogne” (p. 59) and “G” was written on May, 15th, 1348. It is possible that he was talking about “S” (June, 21st, 1348). If this is the case, it wasn’t in Catalunya anyway.

The “N” document is a letter written by Andreas Benedicti viscount of Narbonne in April, 17th 1348, replying to another letter coming from the members of the council of Girona in which they ask for news about the plague in Narbonne and the possibility that it was caused by an intentional poisoning. Andreas Benedicti told them that some people used toxic substances to contaminate water and places. Let us concentrate on some aspects of the letter. First of all, Andreas said that those people were coming from “diversarum nationum” (different countries; later he says that they possibly were “inimicorum Francie regni”: enemies to the French kingdom) and they were “pauperes et mendicantes” (poor people and beggars). In second place, they confess “gratis aliqui confessi, aliqui vero tormentorum” (some by themselves, some by torture) that they poisoned “aquis, domibus, ecclesiis et rebus victualibus” (water, houses, churches and foodstuffs) Some of these men were hardly punished by cutting their hands, or being burned. The same happened in other close cities as Carcassonne and Grasse. Andreas Benedicti finishes his letter saying that the poison of water was not the only reason for the plague but the effect of planet alignment.

The “G” document is a declaration made in Girona in May, 16th 1348 of some clergy men in presence of an unknown notary (because the paper is incomplete) in which they state that they can’t proceed to the general Augustine meeting because it’s too dangerous to travel away. The reason is that people think that “homines sub habitu religionis aquas inficiebant et potiones imponebant” (men dressed in clergy habits were corrupting water and put poisonous substances in) and “in locis pluribus licenter apparebantur homines (...) pro modica occasione capti tenebantur precipe religiosi” In several places, there were men who kidnapped anyone especially religious men without a reason. In the declaration they talk about other colleagues and travellers that come from or go to Avignon, Perpignan and Barcelona who have seen the dangerous effects of the plague and they warned about the distrust of citizens towards unknown
At last, the “S” document is a safe-conduct given by the king Peter IV of Aragon in June, 21st 1348, to Esteban Peres who wanted to go to Assis in peregrination in order to be safe from those who accused pilgrims to poison the waters. As in the former document, the king remarks that they were dressed “sub peregrine habitu” and this will be the main problem to go round. Related to this document we can consider another one (the “M”) signed by the same king asking for information about the jailing of a French pilgrim who was going to Montserrat, in Catalunya.

Let us point out some elements in those four muniments:

1- They were written in spring 1348,

2- They were written in the Mediterranean area between south France and Aragon. The cities mentioned in the documents are: Avignon, Carcasonne, Grasse, Perpignan, Girona, Sarrion, Barcelona, Montserrat…

3- They talk about poisoning of water and places,

4- They say that travelling away dressed in monk, clergy or pilgrim habits or look like mendicants it’s dangerous because you could be considered as a poisoner,
5- The documents are practical ones; they are not laws, literature, medical dissertations, moral discourses; but they belong to the sphere of daily life, they talk about real problems of real people.

At this point we can leave the literal sense of those medieval words and we can try to draw their social context.

1. 2. THE CONTEXT

In his great “Girona al segle XIV”
, Christian Guilleré had pointed out the chronology of the plague in this town. He studied the wills and he observed a big rise of them in June 1348. The first letter (“N”) was written on 17th April and it’s a reply from another obviously previous, so we can date the worry of the Girona’s council about the plague in March. Probably, nobody died by the plague in Girona in March and the council only wanted to have news about something they heard. But, anyway, the preoccupation of those men was one: What or who caused the plague?

There’s a lot of literature about what did the medieval people think about the origin of the plague, you can see our work “Higiene e imagen de higiene en la Baja Edad Media” summarizing the different explanations
. The most important were two: 

1- Astrological ones: the alignment of some planets caused emanations of steams from the earth.

2- Religious ones: the relaxation of faith awoke the wrath of God

Here we are interested not only in what was the origin but in how it was propagated.

Those men and women knew that the plague was contagious; as they knew that leper and other illnesses were contagious although they made a correlation between disease and sin. They put lepers out of towns, isolated. They probably thought that there was a relationship between moral behaviour and illness as I said, but they suspected that that kind of disease had a physical basis. In fact, we can find several examples about accusation against lepers to poison water with their malady. In the former medical treatises about pest (as Jaume d’Agramunt) or in literary examples (as Boccaccio’s Decameron) we can read that one of the ways to keep healthy is going away from the area where people are dying. The late medieval medical knowledge, based upon Galen’s vision of Hippocrates thesis, was centred in the maintenance of the balance of the four human’s humours. Pestilential air could change this balance and cause the illness. A lot of medical literature from those centuries talks about the prevention against bad midair (see Arnau de Vilanova), you have probably seen some pictures of doctors dressed with a cape with a long piece on their nose as a beak.

But try to put yourselves in the mind of those men. If you think that someone has the intention to spread out the pest (or any else malady), you can’t imagine a man breathing or expiring through the streets; the image could be too much humoresque. It’s more impressive to think on a man spreading powders or mixing it in the drinking water or on symbolic buildings as one of our documents points out: (“N”: “aquis, domibus, eclesiis...”)

The key concept here is the intentionality. Who and why? Let’s start by the second. The intentionality could explain the quick -geographical and chronological- progress and, at the same time, could remove people’s sense of guilt. Moreover, if you need to mark negatively a social minority you have the perfect ground or motif. We’ve no time enough now to talk about the need to do that in a society as the medieval one (you can read Jean Delumeau: Le Péche et la peur en Occident. La Culpabilisation en Occident XIIIè XVIIIè siècles), in brief: one way to win against fear is being united, united against something; against Muslims, Jewish, heretics... Who were, then, the candidates?

The most studied minority related to these facts had been Jewish. You could find easily a big amount of works taking on account the prosecutions or pogroms of Jewish people in Spain and other European countries linked to the pest (for example: A. López de Meneses: “Una consecuencia de la peste negra en Cataluña: El pogrom de 1348”, Sefarad, XIX, 1959). In that way I recommend you the works of Seraphine Querchberg
 where she stressed the paper of doctors or intellectuals of the time (so the Pope or some Kings did) denying the accusation against Jewish to infect the water. One step over is David Niremberg in Communities of Violence: Persecution of Minorities in the Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996, p. 236). He says there:

“One can imagine a variety of roles for minorities (related to the plague). They might have no role at all. Or, like Christians, their individual sins might have angered God. Perhaps their mere existence was the sin that angered God. Finally, they might (and this is the role stressed by historians) be cast in the role of poisoners, as the direct source of the plague. In the Crown of Aragon, all these roles are attested except the last. (...) There is in fact no textual evidence I know of indicating that Christians in the Crown (of Aragon) accused religious minorities of spreading the plague through poison”

We can think of Jewish as a kind of heretics and being themselves the poison, like a rotten apple in the middle of the Christian basket, following the title of our session. But this is not our goal. We propose another interpretation.

2- THE CONJECTURES

Our documents don’t talk about Jewish (as in the way of David Niremberg thesis); they talk about pest and they talk about people clad in the garb of pilgrims and religious poisoning waters.

Taking on account these facts you have several conjectural choices:

a) They were in fact pilgrims and religious and they were poisoning water

b) They were in fact pilgrims and religious but they weren’t poisoning water

c) They weren’t real pilgrims and religious and they were poisoning water

d) They weren’t real pilgrims and religious and they weren’t poisoning water

a) and c) might be discarded. It’s hardly improbable that someone in that context (being religious or not) gamble with useless powders. But, what about “b” and “d”? Both options imply that there were pilgrims and religious accused falsely about something. Perhaps somebody saw religious in a suspicious attitude (option b) or perhaps somebody saw people posing or imitating religious in such a pose. It’s not only a problem of unknown people, the classical theme of the apprehensiveness to the traveller (they say: “Mercator, ergo pestiferus”).

Our thesis is that there’s a social background of a particular religious conception. In fact, it doesn’t matter if you think that they were real pilgrims or religious or not. Those men thought that it was possible; the writers of those documents show us the fear of religious men about being attacked. In 1366, only eighteen years later, in Girona too, there was a big insurgence against the bishop (because a problem about the nomination of Girona notaries) that shows the bad image of the church based upon economical privileges (for example, the exemption to pay any royal or municipal taxes) and at the same time the great hoarding of richness or buildings in the city
. But not only the church in direct dependence of Rome had this image; in Girona, mendicant orders -that was borne some centuries ago to return the church to its origins and to be closer to the people- got increased it influence in the daily life of citizens (in terms of control of professional fraternities, for example) In that context it isn’t difficult to understand the rising of new movements that we can consider somehow heretics like the “visionarios, beguinos y fraticelos” documented in Catalunya and studied by Josep Maria Pou i Martí (Alicante: Instituto de Cultura Juan Gil-Albert, 1996) and the lost of a untouchable and incontestable power.

The story doesn’t end here. Almost five hundred years later, during the pest of 1834 in Spain, Teatinos monks were killed accused of poisoning public water sources. In that case they were real religious and they didn’t poisoned water.
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