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FolloZ

The merchanWs of Florence, IWal\, bXilW ÍZine ZindoZsÎ like Whe one aW righW Wo redXce conWacW ZiWh cXsWomers as Whe plagXe
sZepW oYer Whe ciW\ 672 \ears ago. (The WashingWon PosW/Chico Harlan)

FLORENCE, IWal\ -- When Whe neZ disease ØrsW arriYed, liWWle Zas clear be\ond Whe facW WhaW iW killed

ZiWh Werrif\ing speed. Near-cerWain deaWh Wrailed Whe ØrsW s\mpWoms b\ foXr da\s or less. The docWors

Zere helpless. The ciW\ Zas soon oYerZhelmed ZiWh corpses. Workers in chXrch \ards dXg piWs doZn Wo

Whe ZaWer Wable, la\ering bodies and dirW, more bodies and dirW.
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One ZriWer of Whe Wime compared Whe mass graYes Wo "lasagna."

SeYen cenWXries laWer, Whe plagXe in EXrope sWands as an e[ample of a pandemic aW iWs ZorsW -- ZhaW

happens Zhen so man\ people die so qXickl\ WhaW some foresee Whe end of Whe hXman race. FeZ places

Zere hiW harder Whan Florence, Zhose popXlaWion in 1348 Zas cXW b\ aW leasW one-Whird and possibl\ far

more.

A YisiW Wo Florence mighW proYide some comforWing perspecWiYe on modern Wimes, a chance Wo dZell on a

period WhaW Zas paWenWl\ deadlier and more fear-indXcing Whan Whe coronaYirXs pandemic. BXW insWead,

in Walking ZiWh hisWorians and searching for Whe plagXe's lasWing marks, ZhaW sWands oXW mosW are Whe

similariWies, 672 \ears aparW.

[CORONAVIRUS: Click here for oXr compleWe coYerage } arkansasonline.com/coronaYirXs]

Theirs Zas a m\sWerioXs bacWeria spreading aW a Wime Zhen people didn'W \eW XndersWand disease

Wransmission; oXrs a noYel YirXs inØlWraWing a Zorld WhaW prides iWself on iWs medical knoZledge. BXW in

boWh cases, Whe ØrsW insWincW Zas Wo close borders Wo Wr\ Wo keep Whe disease aW ba\. When WhaW didn'W

Zork, ofØcials called for sWricW rXles, bXW onl\ some people paid aWWenWion. All Whe Zhile, Where Zas a

proliferaWion of conspirac\ Wheories. Man\ Wried Wo blame Whe disease on oXWsiders or minoriWies. In

medieYal EXrope, Whose Zere ofWen JeZs.

"MXch has changed since Whe 1340s," aXWhor John Kell\ ZroWe in his book on Whe plagXe, "bXW noW

hXman naWXre."

Then, like noZ, people Zere diYided oYer hoZ Wo face Whe WhreaW. Some in Florence shXW WhemselYes

inside Wheir homes and liYed in isolaWion, according Wo a deWailed accoXnW from 14Wh cenWXr\ ZriWer and

poeW GioYanni Boccaccio. OWhers YenWXred oXW, armed ZiWh herbs and spices inWended Wo pXrif\ Whe air.

SWill oWhers Zere caYalier aboXW Whe disease and ZenW aboXW Wheir liYes sociali]ing, drinking heaYil\,

"saWisf\ing Wheir appeWiWes b\ an\ means aYailable," Boccaccio ZroWe.

Nobod\ Zas safe, and isolaWion scarcel\ Zorked in a dense ciW\. BXW Whe people Zho gaWhered in groXps

coXrWed greaWer risk. Marchionne di Coppo SWefani, a ZealWh\ FlorenWine, ZroWe of daring dinner

parWies in Zhich a hosW ZoXld gaWher 10 friends, ZiWh plans Wo reconYene again Whe ne[W nighW.

CRURQaYLUXV USdaWeV 

SWa\ Xp Wo daWe ZiWh Whe laWesW neZs regarding Whe coronaYirXs pandemic.
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AW Whe ne[W dinner, SWefani said, someWimes "WZo or Whree Zere missing."

WorsW of all, in an obYioXs parallel Wo Whe presenW, man\ faced Wheir lasW momenWs cXW off from

eYer\bod\ else, according Wo accoXnWs from Whe Wime. DXring Whe plagXe, Whese lonel\ deaWhs Zere

borne noW oXW of pXblic healWh proWocols bXW oXW of sheer Werror. People, afWer Whe onseW of s\mpWoms,

Zere a morWal danger Wo Whose aroXnd Whem. So, in some cases, famil\ members abandoned sick loYed

ones, eYen children. Their deaWhs Zere noWiced onl\ Zhen neighbors smelled Whe roWWing corpses.

"Man\ deparWed Whis life," Boccaccio ZroWe, "ZiWhoXW an\one aW all as a ZiWness."

The plagXe lashed EXrope again and again oYer cenWXries, deYasWaWing London in Whe 1660s, and

Marseille, France, in 1720, bXW noWhing Zas Zorse Whan ZhaW sWrXck in Whe laWe 1340s and earl\ 1350s,

Zhen Whe disease WoXched almosW Whe enWire conWinenW and killed Wens of millions of people.

This Zas EXrope's ØrsW ZaYe. Florence Zas one of Whe hoW spoWs.

People Zere panicked. IW Zas Xnclear hoZ Whe disease spread, bXW Where Zas no doXbW WhaW pro[imiW\ Wo

oWhers Zas a risk. Animals -- o[en, dogs, pigs -- Zere d\ing, as Zell. People Zondered ZheWher iW Zas

reWribXWion from God. The\ pra\ed and disaYoZed sin. The\ obsessed aboXW Whe air and Xsed scenWs

and Øres Wo Zard off perceiYed deadl\ Yapors. The\ Zere mosWl\ gXessing; scienWisWs ZoXldn'W knoZ

ZhaW acWXall\ caXsed Whe plagXe, hoZ Whe bacWeria Zas spread b\ raWs and Ùeas, XnWil 500 \ears laWer.

ARTICLE CONTINUES BELOW
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MSVe VePaXed headPiReW

AW a Wime Zhen people Zere Wr\ing Wo aYoid Whe disease ZiWh Wrial-and-error sWraWegies, onl\ one Whing

seemed Wo Zork: If Whe plagXe arriYed in \oXr ciW\, drop eYer\Whing, Ùee Whe croZds, and Wake refXge in

Whe coXnWr\side.

Boccaccio's masWerpiece, The Decameron, Zas ZriWWen seYeral \ears afWer Whe disease had sZepW

WhroXgh Florence and describes a ØcWional geWaZa\: 10 \oXng characWers leaYing Whe plagXe-hiW ciW\

and heading inWo Whe hills.

The place Zhere Whe\ Zere depicWed seeking refXge Zas mosWl\ likel\ Fiesole, a WoZn aboXW si[ miles

norWheasW of Florence.

All WhroXgh Whe coronaYirXs pandemic, Where haYe been accoXnWs of people Waking Wheir oZn

coXnWr\side ÙighWs Wo safeW\ -- NeZ Yorkers decamping Wo Whe HampWons, BriWish XrbaniWes seeking oXW

holida\ coWWages. People Zere doing mXch Whe same Whing as Boccaccio's characWers. Amid Whe

coronaYirXs emergenc\, Whe\ Zere eYen Ùeeing Florence for Fiesole.
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Simone Cerrina Feroni, 62, is among Whose seeking refXge from Whe modern-da\ plagXe in Fiesole,

Feroni aW his e[-Zife's home. As IWal\'s coronaYirXs crisis deepened Whis spring, his e[-Zife inYiWed him

Wo leaYe his Florence aparWmenW. He had a hearW condiWion. He'd be safer aZa\ from Whe croZds.

He said \es, and he spenW Whe ne[W 50 da\s aW Whe Yilla ZiWh his e[-Zife and her broWher, almosW neYer

leaYing Whe properW\. The ZeaWher Zas mild, he said. The air, clean. The\ had noon lXnches ZiWh formal

Wable seWWings and dinner oXWside in Whe garden. The danger, he said, alZa\s felW far aZa\.

Boccaccio's 14Wh cenWXr\ characWers passed Wheir Wime in self-imposed e[ile b\ Welling sWories aboXW

kings, priesWs and se[. BXW Cerrina Feroni said his e[-Zife had alread\ heard all his sWories man\ Wimes

oYer, and he had likeZise heard all of hers.

So insWead, dXring pandemic lockdoZn in Fiesole, Whe\ ZaWched NeWÙi[.

OXWVLGH SaQWa MaULa NXRYa HRVSLWaO, a WHQW LV VHW XS IRU VcUHHQLQJ SRWHQWLaO cRURQaYLUXV SaWLHQWV. MUST CREDIT: WaVKLQJWRQ PRVW SKRWR

b\ CKLcR HaUOaQ.
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