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“A Greater Force”





In his account of the siege of Caffa, Italian lawyer Gabrielle de’ Mussis writes:                 “In 1347, countless numbers…were struck down by a mysterious illness.” 


There must be a greater force at work!





To Paris medical faculty promptly pronounced the cause of the disease to be “an unusual conjunction of Saturn, Mars, and Jupiter at 1:00 PM on the afternoon of March 20, 1345.” And this was just one of the many explanations that provided for “greater forces” being the cause of the Death. 


	For most, the “Greater Force” at work was a loving, yet wrathful God who waged a war of purification on his people. A close study of the group of orthodox Catholics known as the Flagellants illustrates the fervency of this belief. Describing a self-flagellation, one practitioner wrote of how he had “stripped himself naked” and beat his “body and arms and legs til blood poured off him”. The letting of blood would aid in the purification of one’s soul and the atonement for one’s sins. 


According to legend, the Flagellants of the Black Death arose from a planetary alignment on “the third hour after midnight on March 12, 1349.” The Flagellants’ genius was to transform this erotically charged private self-abuse into public theater. During the Great Mortality, troupes of 50 to 500 Flagellants tramped across the landscape of central and northern Europe, bringing their passion play of blood, pain, and redemption to the multitudes. Flagellant adulterers would lay on their stomachs, murderers on their backs, perjurers on their sides with three fingers extended above the head. This part of the performance concluded with the Flagellant master passing among the fallen carrying with him “a kind of stick from which three tails with large knots hung down”. Each knot contained “iron spikes as sharp as needles, and each spike was “about the length of a grain of wheat.” The master proceeded to flog the prone men. Then, as the spectators stroked their cheeks with Flagellant blood, they would listen to the master read the Heavenly Letter:


“O ye children of men, ye of little faith,…Ye have not repented of your sins nor kept My holy Sunday….Therefore, I sent against you the Saracens [Muslims] and heathen people…earthquake, famine, beasts; serpents, mice, and locusts; hail, lightning and thunder…water and floods.”


New Flagellants agreed to make a full concession of all sins committed since the age of seven. New recruits also had to pledge to whip themselves three times daily for 33 days and eight hours, their time frame keyed to Christ’s earthly life – 33 and one-third years on earth. Pilgrims were forbidden to bathe, shave, or change clothing. Flagellants became increasingly younger, poorer, more criminal, ignorant, anticlerical, and anti-Semitic. In 1349, the city of Strasbourg, France played host to a new pilgrimage every week for six months.








Date: October 31, 1347








