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Did the Black Death reach the Kingdom of Poland in the middle of the 14th century? 

Abstract  

The Black Death is regarded as a turning point in late medieval European history. Recent studies 

have shown that even regions that have so far been perceived in the literature as not or only 

marginally affected by the epidemic, suffered from its profound demographic and economic 

consequences. The scale and geographical range of the plague in Central Europe, the Kingdom 

of Poland included remains, however, a matter of dispute and from the beginning scholars’ 

views on this matter have been divided. What is particularly important, the outbreak of the 

plague in Western Europe coincided with the reign of Casimir of the Piast dynasty, the only 

ruler of Poland to receive the nickname the Great, who is associated with the modernisation 

and extraordinary development of his kingdom which was entering the golden age of its history.  
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The Black Death is considered a turning point in the social and economic history of Europe and 

for almost two hundred years it has been of interest to historians of various specializationsi. 

In recent years, thanks to the interdisciplinary approach to the mid-14th century pandemic, a number 

of issues related to the biological aspects of the causes and spreading of the disease have been 

addressed. Its nature and origins have been studied2, and its importance in the context of 



environmental history has been emphasized. Over the last few decades, geography and chronology 

of the Black Death have also been clarified. In Richard C. Hoffmman's latest study, the areas of the 

Kingdom of Poland and the Czech Kingdom have been defined as the only, apart from some territories 

in the Pyrenees, areas of low plague mortality.3. The aim of this article is to answer the question 

whether the first wave of the Black Death reached Poland in the mid 14th century and whether it 

influenced the economic and demographic situation of the country undergoing modernization under 

the rule of Casimir, the only king in Polish history bearing the nickname the Great. The relevance of 

this question transcends the Central European contexts of studies in the Black Death. It provides an 

opportunity to test the validity of epidemic spreading models that assume similar development of the 

disease and comparable population losses in all European regions, even those where the spread of the 

epidemic cannot be quantified due to the scarcity of sources.4 The article aims to shed some light on 

the specifically Central European interpretation of the consequences of the Black Death, but it also 

contextualises the analysis of Polish sources and indicates how it can contribute to the debates on the 

scale and nature of late medieval economic crisis, the paths of European economic development and 

the emergence of what is known as Little Divergence.5 

Historiographical view 

Among scholars studying the Black Death, the positions on whether the Kingdom of Poland 

was affected by the plague have always been divided. The author of the earliest important monograph 

on this subject, Robert Hoeniger, claimed that medieval Poland was free of the plague. Meanwhile, 

Georg Sticker takes an opposing view and provides a description of the outbreak of the epidemic in 

Pomeranian cities belonging to the Teutonic Order and in Silesia, that is in lands bordering on the 

Kingdom of Poland, and in the Kingdom itself.6  

Polish historiography has not produced a definite stand on the subject of the Black Death. On 

one hand, the findings of Piotr Rutkowski, Jan Tyszkiewicz, and Jerzy Janowski in the field of the 

history of medicine suggest that the plague was indeed present in the Kingdom of Poland. The authors 

of popular science studies are of a similar opinion.7 On the other, the authors of works on medieval 



Poland’s history and economy emphasize that while the plague was destroying the structures of 

Western European societies and economies, the Polish Kingdom thrived under the rule of king 

Casimir. He earned his title, the Great, which he earned as a modernizer of Polish economy and 

institutions of the state8. It is also emphasized that although the plague was present in Teutonic 

Order’s lands north of the Polish border, it must not imply its presence in the Kingdom itself.9 

According to contemporary research, there is no evidence that the disease reached Silesia either, in 

spite of the appearance of the flagellants, who were popularly associated with the panics caused by 

the outbreaks of the epidemic in Central Europe.10 Difficulties in presenting any conclusive 

arguments to support or disprove the hypothesis of the arrival of the first wave of the Black Death in 

Polish lands in the later Middle Ages have forced historians to formulate evasive, vague statements 

whenever they wrote about the population of this area, such as: "Demographic development was 

observed, despite periodical, devastating epidemics, which affected also towns and cities".11 Also in 

the ongoing and inconclusive discussion on the issue of the economic crisis of the late Middle Ages 

in Poland, the argument about possible depopulation caused by the Black Death epidemic is not 

raised.12  

 Authors of the publications written since the middle of the 20th century also represent two 

contrasting views on the question of whether or not the epidemic reached Poland. The "absence" view 

is best represented by Élizabeth Carpentier, who in her article in Annales, entitled Autour de la peste 

noire: famines et épidémies dans l’histoire du XIVe siècleprovides a map showing the Kingdom of 

Poland as unaffected by the Black Death.13 Robert S. Gotfried, on the other hand, suggests that in 

Central Europe, the epidemic resulted in a lower population loss than in the West and estimates the 

decline of the Polish population at 25%.14 Meanwhile, Ole J. Benedictow presents a different view in 

his two studies on the Black Death in Europe15. He claims that in the light of the epidemiological 

theory describing the mechanism behind the contagion, it is highly unlikely that the Kingdom of 

Poland and the Czech Kingdom were free of the Black Death.16 He assumes that since the pestilence 

was present in Germany, Prussia and Russia, Poland could not have escaped it either. Benedictow 



suspects that historians in communist Poland did not undertake any research on this subject for 

political reasons. A Marxist approach that they were expected to apply to all their studies did not 

allow them to propose the epidemic as a factor alternative to class struggle to explain profound 

economic changes and the creation of a socio-economic system based on demesne and second 

serfdom. In his first book, relying heavily on the findings of older German historiography, and in the 

later one, in which Polish primary sources are also included, Benedictow makes a claim that the 

plague spread throughout both Polish Kingdom and Kingdom of Bohemia.   

Benedictow’s hypothesis presented in 2004 encouraged scholars studying medieval Bohemia 

and Poland to engage in discussions about the Black Death. The views that prevailed in earlier Czech 

historiography were revised by D.C. Mengel in an article published in Past and Present, in which the 

author developed a general critique of Benediktow’s claims, but at the same time he did not exclude 

the possibility of the presence of the plague in Bohemia in the mid 14th century.17  Benedictow 

responded to the critique in the book published in 2021, in which he maintained his previous claim 

that the Black Death did reach mid-14th-century Bohemia18. In the case of Poland, indirect data on 

mortality among the highest Church and state dignitaries in the middle of the 14th century as well as 

data concerning the foundations of churches and altars were compiled by a group of Polish historians 

and archaeologists. Unfortunately, the study did not yield any clear-cut answers to the question of 

whether or not the Black Death reached Poland.19 In the latest Western European historiography, 

authors writing about other parts of the continent have made occasional references to Poland, 

claiming that it might have been affected by the plague, or have mentioned it among the countries 

whose population decreased in the middle of the 14th century.20 However, these assertions have not 

been supported by references to Polish primary or secondary sources. Nevertheless, analyses of 

narrative sources have recently led Polish historians to believe that the theory of the outbreak of the 

first wave of the Black Death in Poland is plausible.21 In his 2021 work, Benedictow bases his 

argumentation on the analysis of late medieval and early modern narrative sources as well as the 

observation of the fluctuations of prices in late medieval Cracow. Changes in prices, as he claims, 



provide evidence to support the hypothesis of the demographic crisis in the Polish lands.  In addition 

to responding to Benedictow, in its individual sections this article describes the traces of the first 

wave of the Black Death in narrative, demographic, juridical and environmental sources. It also draws 

attention to some indicators of the economic condition of Poland in the early second half of the 14th 

century.  

Chronicles 

Two most important descriptions of the Black Death in Poland are contained in The Oliwa 

Chronicle, recording the history of the Oliwa monastery near Gdańsk between 1186 and 1350, and 

The Annals of Jan Długosz, which is the most important narrative source for the history of late 

medieval Poland. The Oliwa Chronicle is a first-hand account of events witnessed by the prominent 

figures of the Cistercian monastery. Its compilation began in middle of 13th century. Jan Długosz 

began writing his monumental work after 1455 and continued until 1480. References to both texts 

have appeared in many Polish and foreign studies. In the majority of cases, they have been used to 

provide evidence in favour of the claim that the Black Death was present in Poland in the middle of 

the 14th century.22 

However, relevance of The Oliwa Chronicle can easily be questioned because it does not, in 

fact, concern Poland, but Pomerania and Prussia, which at that time were in the hands of the Teutonic 

Order. The chronicle contains entries concerning the plague in Mediterranean countries and Germany. 

One of them includes the following commentary: "The aforementioned plague, which has spread over 

almost all southern countries, oh horror of horrors!, reached our lands as well; in most of Prussia and 

in Pomerania it has claimed a multitude of men and women, and it continues to claim them still".23 

With regard to this chronicle, first Robert Hoeniger in the 19th century and then Jarosław Wenta in 

the late 20th century noted that its author copied the main description of the plague from the so-called 

Avignon Letter, a well-known and widely distributed account of the pestilence path from India to 

Europe, with special attention given to its outbreak at the papal court in Avignon24. References to the 

Letter can be found in Flemish Breve Chronicon clerici anonymi, Austrian Continuatio 



Novimontaniensis, the chronicle of Detmar of Lübeck and Polish Rocznik Miechowski.25According 

to Wenta, the authoritative expert on the Oliwa Chronicle, the Prussian version of the Avignon Letter 

with a short mention of the plague in Prussia and Pomerania was incorporated into the original text 

of the Chronicle at the turn of the 1350s and 1360s. These were the years when the second wave of 

the Black Death struck, hence the remark that "it continues to claim them still".26 For this reason, it 

is hardly possible to assess whether the account of the scale of the Black Death provided by the author 

of the Oliwa Chronicle is reliable as a source of information about the situation in Prussia, and even 

less so in the case of the Kingdom of Poland in the 1340s. In spite of that, Benedictow makes use of 

it in his latest work to validate information found in Liber civitatis of Braunsberg (today’s 

Braniewo)27.  

Liber civitatis is no longer extant and it has rarely been referred to in specialist literature. 

Benedictow discusses the content of several passages from this document which have survived in the 

form of an excerpt published in 1864. The text contains information about a rise in death rate after 

24 August 1349, first in Elbing (Elbląg), then also in Königsberg, Marienburg (Malbork) and other 

Prussian towns28. Benedictow bases the entire chronology of the spreading of the Black Death in 

Prussia and Poland on this account. His contention is that Elbing was the centre where the first victims 

died on 24 August and from which the plague started spreading further. He concludes that the disease 

must have reached Elbing in the second week of July and by the autumn of 1349 it attacked nearby 

towns and moved through Chełmno to Masovia. In the following year, the plague was to reach the 

two largest Prussian towns: Gdańsk and Thorn (Toruń) and then the northern territories of the 

Kingdom of Poland29. It must be noted, though, that this chronology, as logical as it appears, is based 

not on the actual information derived from the source, but on its relatively liberal interpretation by 

Benedictow, consistent with the epidemiological theory. It is crucial to notice that the description of 

the plague in the only surviving fragment of Liber civitatis takes the form of a brief narrative featuring 

a converted Jew, Rumbold, who arrived in Prussia and is described by this source as a spreader of the 

deadly disease. This aspect of the text is not mentioned by Benedictow although it should be taken 



into account as a factor influencing the reliability of the whole account. Stories about Jews and 

converted Jews acting as carriers of the plague and other diseases were common in various 

descriptions of European epidemics30. As we read in Liber civitatis of Braunsberg, the first victims 

of Rumbold were to be the people of Elbing where about 9000 died. According to the source, the Jew 

carried out his evil mission of deliberately infecting Prussian Christians between 12 April and 16 

October 1349. The same source, however, states that the people were dying between 24 August and 

25 December. Interestingly, the text does not make any mention of deaths in the two largest towns, 

Gdańsk and Thorn, nor does it refer to any increases in death rate in Braunsberg itself. The entry for 

the last day of 1349 contains information about the death of the bishop of Warmia, Herman. 

Benedictow introduces him as yet another victim of the Black Death even though the source does not 

state it directly. Herman’s death might have been natural equally well because it is known that he had 

suffered from ill health for a long time. As early as in 1343, the bishop’s health condition made him 

ask the pope to appoint an auxiliary to assist him. The chapter must have also been long aware of 

Herman’s declining health because the day after his death its members met and elected his 

successor31. Some other sources appear to support Benedictow’s interpretation of Liber civitatis. 

Among them there is a letter from Lübeck, dated 1350, informing about court trials of Jews in Thorn32 

and a list of town board members in Gdańsk revealing that in 1350, 5 out of 16 mayors, jurors and 

aldermen had to be replaced possibly due to their deaths33. This, however, does not make it any less 

surprising that our knowledge of the Black Death in medieval Prussia, potentially one of the most 

cataclysmic events in its history, is based on circumstantial evidence rather than on sources produced 

by the highly developed chancelleries of the Teutonic state and cities. It must also be added that 

Benedictow’s decision to use the abovementioned sources to make any claims about Polish lands is 

questionable because, apart from being ambiguous, they refer to various regions of Pomerania, not 

the Kingdom of Poland. 

The key primary source of the history of 14th-century Poland is The Annals of Jan Długosz. It 

contains a brief description of the plague in the entry for 1348 and a reference to this description 



again in the entry for the year 1349. The former mentions the Black Death and its different variants 

in Europe; it also adds that the epidemic broke out in January and continued intermittently for seven 

months. In the 19th century, Max Perlbach noticed that the passage characterizing the plague was 

copied by Długosz from Guy de Chauliac’s Chirurgia Magna, describing the Black Death in 

Avignon34. Perlbach’s claim that the Polish chronicler copied a fragment of the fifth chapter of one 

of the most popular late medieval medical textbooks35 was supported by other scholars36 and is 

currently treated as an indisputable fact37. The passages in Długosz about the fear of the disease, 

which prevented parents from taking care of their children (and vice versa) and about accusations 

against the Jews were also copied by the chronicler from Chirurgia Magna38 and from The Oliva 

Chronicle39. 

The 1349 entry relates specifically to the situation in Poland:  "This year brought the plague 

to Poland too, and as it spread everywhere, many people among the gentry as well as among peasants 

died. And when no remedy could be found for this long-lasting vexation, and when the plague not 

only killed many in houses, but also depopulated whole towns and villages, people convinced 

themselves that all their troubles fell on them as a divine retribution for their crimes and thus they 

turned to religious practices. So, they flagellated and birched each other, and humiliated themselves 

with other forms of penance until God showed his mercy towards them and took away the plague and 

let the acute mortality cease."40 The editors of The Annals emphasize that the quoted passage draws 

heavily on the same sources as the ones Długosz relied on writing the 1348 entry, that is the work of 

Guy de Choliaco and The Oliwa Chronicle. It is remarked that Długosz „not having any new material, 

writes commonplaces” that could be used to describe any epidemic anywhere41. Długosz’s lack of 

interest in the Black Death becomes apparent after a simple page count, which reveals that sentences 

relating to the epidemic take only one of 13 pages documenting events from the years 1348-1350. To 

illustrate how much the chronicler ignored the plague, it is worth mentioning an entry in which he 

informs about the death of a Cracow cathedral priest.  Długosz writes that the priest was murdered 

on the king’s order, which caused God’s righteous wrath:  „for this odious murder, detested by Him 



and all the people … God directed His wrath not only at king Casimir, but at his Polish subjects as 

well” 42Interestingly, when Długosz names the punishment inflicted by angry God, it is not, as we 

would expect, the largest epidemic in European history, but Lithuanian military raids on the territory 

of the Kingdom of Poland43.   

Thus, the problem with Jan Długosz’s work, written over 100 years after the first wave of the 

epidemic is similar to that with The Oliwa Chronicle – the fragment relating to the Black Death is a 

mere compilation and paraphrase of other sources describing the plague elsewhere in Europe. This 

does not prevent Benedictow from drawing far-reaching conclusions from Długosz’s text. 

Unfortunately, portions of Benedictow’s argument are in fact irrelevant because they are based on 

the false assumption that Jan Długosz was the author of two different texts: The Annals of Jan Długosz 

(known to the author in its English translation) and The History of Poland (read by Benedictow in its 

original Latin version published in 1711) 44. In fact, Długosz authored one chronicle and the English 

text known as The Annals is an abridged version (selection made by the English editor) of the Polish 

translation of the original 12-volume Latin text. Therefore, Benedictow’s analysis of how the plague 

was described in two allegedly different texts by Długosz is rather pointless because any differences 

in length result from the 20th-century editing made for the purposes of the English translation. 

Benedictow’s treatment of Długosz’s text is also questionable in how he tries to ‘amend’ the 

chronicler’s chronology of the plague so that it ‘fits’ his theory. Benedictow claims that it was 

Długosz who made a mistake placing the plague in 1348 and 1349, while the Prussian sources (whose 

reliability has already been contested above) indicate that the disease could not have reached Poland 

earlier than in 1350.  Benedictow also attempts to explain why the length and seasonality of the plague 

presented in The Annals does not fit the general theory of the epidemic, which in the light of the 

abovementioned doubts about Długosz’s account’s reliability appears quite pointless again.  

In order to strengthen his argumentation, Benedictow refers to two additional Polish historical 

sources. The first one is Marcin Kromer’s 16th-century work, which the historian characterizes as a 

„mostly independent account”45. However, Kromer’s history was written 200 years after the events 



in which Benedictow is interested. Moreover, it must be remembered that although Kromer is viewed 

as a quite critical reader of Długosz, The Annals "were directly or indirectly his main source of 

information".46 The other text referred to by Benedictow in his 2004 book is the 16th-century chronicle 

of Maciej Miechowita or rather some of its fragments which have been frequently quoted in German 

historiography, especially by Georg Sticker.47 Benedictow treats this source as an independent text 

adding validity to his conclusions drawn from Długosz’s work, but as far as the part covering the 

period before 1480 is concerned, Maciej Miechowita’s chronicle is perceived by scholars as a 

“somewhat revised and supplemented summary of Jan Długosz’s history”, so it can hardly be trusted 

as a source of information about the outbreaks of the plague in Poland.48  

Other historical sources do not explicitly confirm the presence of the first wave of the Black 

Death on Polish territories either. Among them, researchers draw attention to the Miechów Annals, 

which describe the plague in Hungary under the date 1349, while the epidemic in the Kingdom of 

Poland appears much later, under the date 1360. Wojciech Drelicharz, an expert on Polish historical 

annals, claims that the compiler of the Miechów Annals mistakenly placed the description of the 

plague during the reign of Casimir in the entry referring to the year 1360 instead of 1349.49 Such an 

arbitrary attitude of Drelicharz to the Miechów Annals and their chronology is a result of his 

conviction that Jan Długosz was right dating the outbreak of the plague in Cracow to 1349 (which, 

as it has been explained above, is not an unquestionable fact). Moreover, some scholars have also 

identified similarities between the description of the epidemic in the Miechów Annals and the Avignon 

Letter, which further weakens the reliability of the source on the issue of the Black Death.50  It is 

worth adding that the 1349 entry in the Miechów Annals contains information not only about the 

plague in Hungary, but also about Polish matters, such as Tartar raids and the king’s expedition to 

Red Ruthenia. The author’s silence about the Black Death is a suggestion of its absence, otherwise it 

would have been included in the entry. Other annals mentioning the plague in the middle of the 14th 

century are Spominki Władysławskie. They include a laconic entry: "Anno domini 1349 pestilencia 

magna fuit, et homines se affligebant seu flagellabant".51 This and a few other entries were later 



copied by the author of Władysławski Calendar. It was compiled in Włocławek, the bishop’s seat in 

Kuiavia, in the northern borderland between the Kingdom of Poland and Teutonic Order’s state. The 

entry did not specify the exact location of the epidemic and did not provide information about where 

the flagellants were active. It was rather a standard, universal description of the events that could have 

taken place in any European country at that time.    

To conclude, two basic chronicle sources and other sources of lesser prominence mentioning 

the Black Death in Polish lands copied the descriptions of the plague in Avignon and cannot, 

therefore, be used to support the thesis of the presence of the first wave of the plague in Poland.   

 

 

Demographic sources – Peter’s Pence 

Studies on the Black Death in Poland have until now completely ignored one of the most 

important primary sources used in demographic research on the population of late medieval Poland, 

that is registers of Peter’s Pence. It was a tribute to the pope paid since the end of the 10th century, 

first by rulers and later by the inhabitants of their countries. It took the form of a contribution paid by 

every house or hearth, collected initially by dukes, then by bishops, and eventually by special papal 

collectors. Peter’s Pence was collected in Poland, England and Scandinavia. Documents produced on 

this occasion have been used by scholars for over a hundred years in population estimates.52 They 

have recently become the basis of Janken Myrdal’s assessment of demographic loss in Sweden.53 

Polish Peter’s Pence collections have also been described in two monograph studies and a separate 

publication has been dedicated to the biographies of papal collectors.54 

After 1318 the method of Peter’s Pence payment in Poland changed. The payment for every 

hearth was replaced by the payment at the rate of 1 denier for each adult person from all social groups 

(with the exception of non-Christians).55 It is believed that the reform was politically motivated, as it 

coincided with Władysław Łokietek’s attempts to obtain the pope’s approval of his coronation. The 

king united the key regions under his rule and launched the process of centralization, which put an 



end to a long period of fragmentation.   

Demographic estimates of the size of the population in Poland have been based on the registers 

of Peter’s Pence from the years after 1318. Demographers have differed in their attitudes towards 

research opportunities provided by these sources and towards the methods of population estimation 

in which these sources are used.56 A number of characteristics unique to Polish Peter’s Pence make 

these registers a better demographic source material than the Scandinavian or English ones. The most 

important feature is the fact that Polish Peter’s Pence was collected in the form of a poll tax, which 

enables demographers to make more precise population estimates than in the case of England or 

Scandinavia where it retained the form of a hearth tax. Moreover, Peter’s Pence in late medieval 

Poland had some political undertones because its collection was supposed to test the effectiveness 

and efficiency of the bureaucratic machinery of the Kingdom of Poland reviving after decades of 

decline caused by the country’s disintegration. As a result, meticulous documentation of Peter’s 

Pence collection was in the Church’s as well as the state’s interest. This source has its drawbacks too. 

One of them is connected with the introduction of the flat rate of Peter’s Pence in Polish parishes and 

dioceses in the second quarter of the 14th century. With time information about the number of 

individuals contributing to the payment from a given parish or diocese ceased being updated, which 

undermines the reliability of registers from the demographic point of view. In spite of that, some 

historians tend to assume that calculations made for the crucial years in the 1340s reflected the actual 

size of Polish parishes’ population.57 Meanwhile, according to Tadeusz Gromnicki, "In the eyes of 

the collectors, a taxable entity was no longer an individual member of the parish paying his denier 

but a parish itself or a vicar at its head. It did not free individual parishioners from paying, as they 

still paid a denier per head to their vicar, but from the point of view of the collectors it was now the 

parish that they treated as a taxable entity".58 

Surviving Polish registers of Peter’s Pence cover the period when the Black Death was 

decimating European nations. It may be assumed that a considerable population loss characteristic of 

plague time would have left some traces in such documents, in spite of the introduction of the flat 



rate paid by the whole parish in the 1340s and 1350s. According to Ole J. Benedictow, total mortality 

rate for all regions of Europe was 60%.59 Provided that the demographic loss in the Kingdom of 

Poland was similar, surviving parishioners would have had to pay twice as much in order to maintain 

the fixed rate of Peter’s Pence. There are no traces of such a change in any available sources – 

throughout the late Middle Ages the rate of Peter’s Pence remained at the same level – 1 denier per 

adult.60 

At the head of the Church organization in the Polish lands was the archbishop of Gniezno, 

with several bishops under his authority: the bishops of Poznań, Cracow, Kuiavia (in Włocławek), 

Płock (in Masovia, at that time independent of Polish kings), Chełmno (in territories conquered by 

the Teutonic Order) and Wrocław (in Silesia, most of which was at that time independent of Polish 

kings). For the years 1345-1358 the registers of a papal collector Arnald de Lacaucin have survived. 

Unfortunately, for most dioceses, all that is available is collective data, sometimes for a few years 

taken together. That is the case of the bishop of Kuiavia, who paid 1005 Toruń marks in 1355 for the 

previous ten years. The document states that the amount paid for each year between 1346 and 1355 

was 100,5 Toruń marks (or 62,4 Cracow marks).61 Collective data from other dioceses are more 

precise and provide information about the exact amounts paid each year (Graph 1). Almost all of 

them are characterized by relative stability in payments throughout the period of the first wave of the 

Black Death in Western Europe. One exception is the diocese of Cracow, the second most important 

diocese in the Kingdom of Poland. Fortunately, surviving registers of Peter’s Pence collection from 

this district take the form of detailed records of payments made by individual parishes.62 They show 

that not all sums collected in parishes were eventually sent to Avignon. Hence in Graph 1 the Cracow 

diocese is represented by two lines. The first one (Cracow max. in Graph 1) informs about the sums 

collected, whereas the other (Cracow min. in Graph 1) represents the sums sent to the pope.  Further 

in the article, I will refer only to the former. 

 

 



 

Graph 1.  Peter’s Pence (in marks) paid by Polish dioceses in 1346-1358 

 

 

Source of the data: Tadeusz Gromnicki, Świętopietrze w Polsce (Kraków: Drukarnia 

Koziańskiego 1908); Monumenta Poloniae Vaticana, vol. 2, ed. Jan Ptaśnik (Kraków 1913), 191-

255. 

It is assumed in literature that by 1346, shortly before the arrival of the plague in Europe, all 

parishes in the diocese of Cracow had had the flat rate of Peter’s Pence introduced.63 Between 1346 

and 1358 payments from the total number of 536 parishes were registered, though not all of them 

made regular payments each year. The largest number of paying parishes was registered in 1349 but 

after that date documents reveal a steady annual decline until 1355, when the number of taxable 

entities reached the lowest point of fewer than 400 (Graph 2).  

 

 

 

Poznan Wrocław

Gniezno Kuiavia Płock

Chełmno Cracow max. Cracow min.

1346 1351 1356 1346 1351 1356

1346 1351 1356

0
100
200
300

0
100
200
300

0
100
200
300Pe

te
r's

 P
en

ce
 (i

n 
m

ar
ks

)



 

Graph 2. Number of parishes in Cracow diocese paying Peter’s Pence in 1346-1358 

 

Source of the data: like in Graph 1. 

Afterwards, the situation started to improve. The analysis of amounts paid by individual 

parishes does not show any noticeable changes over the period under study. The vast majority of 

parishes – 190, paid their Peter’s Pence regularly every year; in 136 cases the annual amount did not 

change throughout the period of thirteen years. The fluctuations, with a periodical decrease and then 

an increase in payment, concerned 28 parishes, a persistent decrease in payments was recorded in 8 

parishes and an increase in 18 parishes. The average amounts (the + character indicates the arithmetic 

mean) paid by parishes in subsequent years (across the quantiles as well) do not show any significant 

changes (Graph 3).  

 

 

 

 

 



 

Graph 3. The average amounts paid by parishes in 1346-1358 

 

 Source of the data: like in Graph 1. 

Differences in the amount of tax collected in the whole diocese result from the change in the 

number of parishes paying to the Holy See in subsequent years (Graph 4).  

Graph 4. Peter’s Pence (in marks) paid by Cracow diocese in 1346-1358 
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Source of the data: like in Graph 1. 

This means that if the Black Death reached the diocese of Cracow, its presence did not 

manifest itself in the reduction of sums paid by individual parishes, but instead, in the reduction of 

the number of parishes (Graph 5).  

Graph 5. Changes in the number of parishes and amounts paid in Cracow diocese 1346 – 1358 

 

Source of the data: like in Graph 1. 

Meanwhile, the spatial analysis of payments indicates that the greatest decrease in the number 

of paying parishes occurs in the eastern regions of the Cracow diocese, such as the Lublin 

archdeaconate, the Nowy Sącz deanery and the eastern parishes of the Radom archdeaconate (Map 

1). Tadeusz Ładogórski, demographer who successfully used the data on Peter’s Pence payments to 

estimate the population size in Poland in the first half of the 14th century, suggested that lack of 

payments from peripheral parishes should not be explained by the epidemics, but by dishonesty of 

papal collectors, who embezzled the funds, especially in remote parishes, and never recorded their 

collection.64 Additionally, it is possible that the reasons for the disappearance of paying parishes from 

records ought to be sought also in the country’s political circumstances.  

 

 



Map. 1. Parishes of the Diosece of Cracow in the Kingdom of Poland and Silesia paying 

Peter's Pence in the middle of the 14th c. 

 

 

In September 1349, king Casimir began the action of conquering the Ruthenian lands 

(Wolhynia and Halych Ruthenia), i.e. the territories which were the subject of competition between 

Poland, Hungary and the Grand Duchy of Lithuania.  As an act of retaliation, in May 1350 the 

Lithuanian army invaded the eastern part of Little Poland (the Sandomierz Land), some territories of 

central Poland and Masovia, most of which were parts of the diocese of Cracow. This did not 

discourage the Polish king, who in early 1351 was granted by Pope Clement VI a four-year exemption 

from half of the tithes, and received support in building the structures of the Latin Church in the 

Ruthenian lands. Correspondence with the pope did not contain any mention of the plague. In the 

same year the Lithuanian army invaded eastern Polish lands again, and the following year the Tartars, 

allied with the Lithuanians, invaded Ruthenia and reached the eastern territories of the diocese of 

Cracow, plundering the Lublin Land. Despite the truce of 1353, Lithuanians raided Ruthenian and 

Polish lands again, reaching as far as Zawichost.65 It is very unlikely that military operations 

involving Polish, Hungarian, Lithuanian and Tatar forces would have been conducted in conditions 



of raging plague. It can therefore be assumed that the most plausible reason for a slight the decline in 

the value of Peter’s Pence paid by the diocese of Cracow was the devastation of its eastern territories 

as a result of the ongoing wars.  

It can therefore be concluded that the registers of Peter's Pence payments do not provide 

grounds for claiming that in the 1340s and 1350s there was a decline in the population of the Kingdom 

of Poland, unlike Sweden and Norway, where the fall in revenue from this tax was a symptom of a 

significant population decline due to the epidemic.  

 

Cracow court records 

The key type of primary source documenting the manifestations of social and economic life 

in the late Middle Ages is court books kept for particular social groups. In the case of Poland, 

however, it should be emphasized that the books of noble and peasant courts were not introduced 

until the turn of the 14th and 15th centuries. The first municipal judicial registers had appeared earlier 

than that. The majority of surviving urban court books come from the towns which in mid-14th century 

belonged to the Teutonic Order and became Polish only a hundred years later. One exception is the 

municipal books of the country's former capital, Cracow, which had been probably kept since the turn 

of the 13th and 14th centuries. The two oldest preserved books are the bench books (libri scabinales) 

covering the years 1300-1375 and 1365-1376, recording information on transactions of purchase and 

sale of real estate, as well as on various matters relating to inheritance and credit.66 They do not, 

however, record any information about the outbreak of the plague in the city. Quantitative analysis 

of the recorded court notes shows a significant reduction in the number of registered cases from the 

mid-1340s to the mid-1360s. A similar analysis of data from the second of the two surviving court 

books reveals an increase in the number of recorded cases. The exact chronology of the downward 

trend – between 1345 and 1364 – does not allow to associate it directly with the emergence of the 

first wave of the epidemic, because it reached Europe at the earliest in the middle of 1347. Similarly, 

the sudden increase in registrations since 1365 cannot be explained by the rapid population recovery 



after a possible second wave of the Black Death. The historians of the late medieval Cracow 

municipal office, analyzing in detail the content of court records, point out that "at least since 1340, 

two separate bench books were kept in the office, of which one is now lost".67 In other words, two 

series of court books functioned simultaneously in the town. The older of the aforementioned 

surviving books (1300-1375) represents the first series, whereas the other one (1365-1376) comes 

from the second series, which explains the overlapping of dates and a somewhat different nature of 

recorded entries. As it is suggested by Bożena Wyrozumska, "It is therefore necessary to accept the 

fact that the oldest municipal court book contains only a selection of entries, but it is not known how 

the selection was made".68 This observation is important in the context of the problem of the Black 

Death in the middle of the 14th century. We cannot exclude the possibility that the decrease in the 

number of entries in the surviving city book was compensated by an increase in the frequency of 

records in the second, lost, one. It is also possible that economic transactions were recorded in the 

books of the city council instead. The oldest surviving source of this kind comes from 1392, but it is 

known that the council had kept such books at least since the middle of the 14th century. The falling 

number of surviving court records since the mid-1340s cannot therefore be interpreted as a symptom 

of the demographic crisis in the city. Moreover, the preserved records do not mention the plague, and 

the number of wills contained in the books during the first three quarters of the 14th century did not 

increase (Graph 6).69 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Graph 6. Number of entries and wills in the bench books in Cracow in 1300- 1376 

 

Sources of the data: 

Najstarsze księgi i rachunki miasta Krakowa, eds. Franciszek Piekosiński and Józef Szujski (Kraków, 

1878); Księgi ławnicze krakowskie 1365-1376 i 1390-1397, eds. Stanisław Krzyżanowski (Kraków, 

1904); Jakub Wysmułek, Testamenty mieszczan krakowskich (XIV-XV wiek),(Warszawa, 2015), 347-

364. 

Palynological data 

In recent years extensive databases with data from a large number of pollen sites in Central 

Europe have been created. Some of them have been used by Adam Izdebski’s team in their studies in 

which palynological data is an alternative "biological measure", which can serve as a useful indicator 

of human activity.70 Palynologists extract sediment cores from the lake floor and peatland, establish 

a chronology of layers of sediments, and count pollen grains of various plant taxa within each layer. 

In the resulting data set, cereal pollen grains are selected from among all others, because of their 

significance as anthropogenic indicators, or more specifically as indicators of human economic 

activity. Changes in pollen structure reflect changes in vegetation in a given area and are indicative 

of the intensity of people’s agricultural activity. It is important to note here, though, that discussions 

continue among scholars as to the size of area around the site for which the collected pollen data is 



reliable and representative. Pollen data have also been used to test the scale of epidemics, such as 

Justinianic plague or even the Black Death.71 

In the case of Poland, preliminary data, unfortunately of uneven quality, reveal no significant 

crisis in agricultural production in the years of the Black Death in Western Europe. In Little Poland, 

for which written sources in the form of Peter’s Pence registers are available, palynological data from 

the period of German colonization and the turn of the Middle Ages show an increase in the proportion 

of cereal pollen grains in pollen samples. The most notable growth is in the proportion of rye, which 

was one of the basic breadmaking cereals.  

The data for Great Poland show relative stability and then a small drop in agricultural output 

in the later Middle Ages. The extent of this decrease, however, does not imply a population fall on 

the scale comparable with that during the Black Death in Western Europe. What is clearly visible in 

the case of Great Poland though is a significant rise in the proportion of cereal pollen at the beginning 

of the Early Modern period, which reflects a surge in the production of cereals for export.72  

For the purposes currently conducted studies new pollen databases will be created, so 

presented preliminary conclusions will be verified and revised. One tentative conclusion that can 

already be made is that neither Great-Polish nor Pomeranian data confirm the fall in anthropopressure 

in the middle of the 14th century.73 

Demographical data and retrogressive method 

The aforementioned registers of Peter’s Pence, containing detailed data for all parishes of the 

diocese of Cracow and general data for the remaining dioceses, became the basis for the population 

estimates in three most important regions of the Kingdom of Poland: Little Poland, Great Poland and 

Masovia. Historians and demographers using these data in their studies applied diverse methods, as 

a result of which details of their findings differed. They all agreed, however, that information about 

the payments of Peter’s Pence was the only reliable basis for the estimation of the number of people 

living in Poland in later Middle Ages. The agreed rough estimate for the population in the three 

regions around 1340 was 1.2 million.74 A similarly reliable source of information that could be used 



to estimate the size of Polish population was not produced until the middle of the 16th century. 

Relatively well-preserved treasury sources from the second half of the 16th century, in 

particular from periods when the tax base was updated, can be used for the population estimates in 

Early Modern Poland. The most valuable category of sources was: tax registers (Pol.: rejestr poboru) 

for the land tax from the years 1578–1581. The tax was paid by all villagers and inhabitants of small 

towns, regardless of their status; sometimes it was levied on every head of the household, sometimes 

it was based on the amount of arable land. In demographic literature land tax registers are regarded 

as very reliable bases for population estimate.75 Despite the fundamentally different approaches to 

sources and the use of different converters, historical demographers tend to agree that the estimated 

population of Little Poland, Great Poland and Masovia around 1580 ranged between 2.89 and 3.15 

million.76        

Estimates of the population of the Polish lands around 1340 compared with the results of 

studies concerning the year 1580 allowed Irena Gieyszorowa to determine the population dynamics, 

i.e. the population change resulting from natural growth and migration. In the three main regions of 

Poland, Gieysztorowa identified a gradual increase in the population over 240 years of 0.38% 

annually.77  

Table 1. Population dynamics in three major regions of the Kingdom of Poland in the 14th-16th 

centuries. 
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Cir. 1340 560 120 0.33 440 180 0.43 250 156 0.39 1250 148 0.38 

Cir.  1580 1230 1230 640 3100 

Source of data: Irena Gieysztorowa, "Ludność", in Antoni Mączak (ed.) Encyklopedia historii 

gospodarczej Polski do 1945 roku, vol. 2 (Warszawa, 1981), 431. 



In comparison with other countries, population dynamics in Poland in the later Middle Ages 

was relatively high, while in the Early Modern period it could be assessed as average.  It is estimated 

that the population growth of the entire continent since the mid-15th century ranged between 0.25 and 

0.28% annually, with significant regional differences. The figures for the most developed European 

countries are considerably higher than the Continental average. The growth rate in England for most 

of the 16th century was well above 0.5%, reaching as much as 0.9% in some decades78. For the 

German countries it was 0.7% between 1520 and 1570, similarly to Northern Netherlands (United 

Provinces) and Spain (0.6%).  The figures for Southern Netherlands were lower than for Poland 

(0.21%).79 In her analysis, Gieysztorowa had access to data from only two years – 1340 and 1580. 

She made an assumption that neither in the late Middle Ages nor at the beginning of the Early Modern 

period were Polish lands affected by any significant demographic catastrophe. Provided the Black 

Death had reached Poland and half of the population had died, natural growth after 1352 would have 

had to exceed 0.6% in order to have a population of 3 million in 1580, which is unrealistic. Birabean 

estimated that immediately before the Black Death, at the time of prosperity, European population 

growth was at 0.3% per year, falling to 0.11% after the crisis.80  With a 0.67% rate or bigger, Polish 

demographic explosion in the turn of Middle Ages would have been an inexplicable exception in 

Europe. Even when we take migration into account, it does not seem possible that they could have 

accounted for such a considerable increase in population. Benedykt Zientara, a specialist in late 

medieval colonisation, estimated the number of settlers who came to Poland from the West in the 

12th to 15th centuries at 100 000.81 It was not a small group, but certainly not a decisive factor in the 

almost threefold increase in population over 240 years. 

Institutional and economic context 

Ole J. Benedictow supports his thesis of the plague present in the Kingdom of Poland with an 

economic argument about the fluctuation of prices and wages. In his work published in 2004, he 

quotes William Abel’ s work on the crisis of the later Middle Ages and the author’s observation that 

changes in prices and wages in late medieval Cracow follow the same pattern as in England or France, 



where the Black Death did occur. In all three cases the prices of grain decreased while wages grew.82 

In Benedictow’s new work on the Black Death published in 2021, the author includes a graph  

presenting grain prices and wages derived from William Abel’s book83. Abel’s database included 

Cracow prices and wages of town officials, carpenters, and masons. It had originally been compiled 

in the 1930s by Julian Pelc84. However, the quality of data for the late Middle Ages is questionable 

because of the fragmentary and random nature of surviving source material. For a long period 

between 1350 and 1525 (the time frame proposed by Abel and then echoed by Benedictow), that is 

175 years, wheat prices are known from only 15 years, rye prices from 24 years, barley prices from 

9 years, oats prices from 44 years (Graph 7). The wages of town scribes are known from 18 years, 

carpenters’ wages are known from 3 years, while the wages of masons over this period are not 

documented in available sources at all85. Therefore, the data used by Abel and Benedictow are not 

sufficient to allow to form conclusions about the economic condition of the Kingdom of Poland (more 

on this topic below), not to mention any conclusions concerning population trends. In the context of 

this article, it is also important to emphasize that almost all the fragmentary data mentioned above 

come from the turn of the 14th and 15th centuries and later, long after the first wave of the Black Death 

ocurred in Europe.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Graph 7. Number of yearly prices in Cracow by decades of Late Middle Ages. 

 

Source of data: Julian Pelc, Ceny w Krakowie w latach 1369-1600 (Lwów, 1935), 6-15. 

 

 

Although our sources for economic history are generally not as reliable as in Western Europe, 

it can be amply demonstrated on their basis that 14th-century Kingdom of Poland enjoyed the period 

of economic growth uninterrupted by the epidemic. One may have reservations about the image of 

King Casimir the Great (1333-1370), idealized by Polish historiography as early as in the 15th 

century, but his achievements in unifying the country after the period of feudal fragmentation are 

undeniable. He followed the rule: Unus princeps, unus ius, una moneta in toto regno.86 His successes 

are often summarized with a saying "Casimir the Great inherited Poland made of wood and left it 

made of stone", a paraphrase of Jan Długosz’s famous passage in his late medieval chronicle. 

Attempts to trace any radical change in king’s behaviour or policies that could be indicative of the 

sudden outbreak of the epidemic do not bring any results. Reconstructions of Casimir’s itineraries 

reveal that between 1347 and 1351 the king travelled extensively over Little and Great Poland and to 

neighbouring Masovia.  Beginning in 1351, for a few years, political unrest and military operations 
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kept the king mostly in Little Poland and Red Ruthenia.87 Documents issued by the royal office do 

not reveal any decline in the king’s socio-political activity or do not imply that the king avoided 

residing in the capital city (which, as the chroniclers claimed, was struck by the plague) either in late 

spring or summer months when the plague would have spread most rapidly. Although the king 

entreated the pope to grant special plenary indulgences at the moment of death (absolution plenaria, 

in articulo mortis) in 1347, 1348 and 1350, it must be noted that he had sent similar requests to the 

Holy See in the 1330s and repeated them later in the 1360s, which may suggest that they were not a 

direct response to the imminent threat posed by the actual outbreak of the plague, but by the awareness 

of its existence elsewhere.88 

Also the ruler’s investment activities did not appear to be in decline in the second half of the 

14th century. Of the 23 royal initiatives to surround the largest cities with defensive walls, most started 

after 1350.89  Moreover, the king "implemented a large scale policy of building territorially compact 

property units with the city as an economic centre and often a castle as a local centre of power".90 

The expansion of the royal domain, especially in Little Poland and in Red Ruthenia, was achieved by 

means of colonization.91 Soon the greatest noblemen followed suit. During the first twenty years of 

Casimir’s reign (1333-1350) 87 cities and towns were established in Little and Great Poland; during 

the last two decades (1351-1370), 132 more were created.92 Simultaneously, in years 1333-1350 in 

53 villages in Great Poland the German law was introduced and they were reorganized accordingly. 

Between 1351 and 1370 similar changes took place in further 95 Great Polish villages.93 The process 

of introducing the German law can be traced in other regions of the kingdom as well.94 The general 

growth in settlement is visible in the number of new villages recorded in primary sources. In Great 

Poland, which has been studied more than other parts of the kingdom, the second half of the 14th 

century was characterized by the biggest increase in the number of newly registered settlements in 

the whole Middle Ages.95 Such a growth would not have been possible, had there been a plague-

related demographic and ensuing economic crisis.  



The lack of the economic crisis can be further evidenced by information derived from the 

records of financial transfers from the Kingdom of Poland to Avignon. They included the 

aforementioned Peter’s Pence as well as annates and the papal tithe.96 The latter was levied on the 

clergy relatively seldom and was not universal, i.e. the clergy in some countries were exempt from 

payment. For example, when the papal tithe was levied in 1343 with the aim of raising funds to build 

galleys to be sent against the Turks, it was not paid by the English, Spanish or the French clergy.  It 

was paid by the Polish clergy though, as was the tithe levied in 1351 and 1355. Half of the sums 

collected in the 1350s was left at the disposal of the Polish king, who fought against the Tartars and 

the Lithuanians.97  

The level of financial contributions from Poland to Avignon, although not particularly 

significant in the total budget of the papal curia, continued to rise after 1350.98 It is hard to disagree 

with Marian Małowist's opinion on Central Europe: "It should be stressed with the utmost conviction 

that in the second half of the 14th century there was no economic slowdown here. In the kingdoms of 

Poland, Bohemia and Hungary, there was even an acceleration of economic development".99 These 

words were originally written almost half a century ago, and despite the development of research on 

the extent of the first wave of the Black Death in the countries concerned, no breakthrough research 

can be said to have challenged this opinion thus far.100 It also appears that even the better documented 

cases of successive epidemic outbreaks at the end of the 14th century do not allow us to conclude that 

the scale of depopulation was comparable to that of Western Europe.101 

Conclusion 

The data presented above confirm that in the middle of the 14th century the Kingdom of Poland 

did not experience depopulation. The analyses of Polish narrative sources from the late Middle Ages, 

registers of Peter's Pence and Cracow court books, complemented by the analysis of environmental 

archives and a retrogressive overview of Early Modern demographic data raise serious doubts about 

the possibility that the Black Death reached the Kingdom of Poland in the middle of the 14th century.  

None of these sources suggests a rapid and massive (up to 50%) reduction in the population of the 



main regions of the Kingdom of Poland, which challenges the existing theories about the pace and 

pattern of the spreading of the epidemic in Europe. The Polish lands in the middle of the 14th century 

were not, after all, an isolated area, and the king and Polish cities maintained trade and diplomatic 

contacts with all major European centers. Perhaps a critical analysis of Central European chronicles 

and yearbooks should be undertaken once again, and a wider and better use of natural archives would 

be worthwhile.102 Only an interdisciplinary approach will allow us to answer the question why the 

Black Death did not reach the Kingdom of Poland in the middle of the 14th century, and even if it did, 

why its presence was not recorded in historical mass sources and is not reflected in the environmental 

material. Perhaps the discussion on the geography and scale of the epidemic should take greater 

account of the environmental specificity of the region, the seasonal nature of the epidemic - the time 

of its arrival in a given country, and finally the physical condition of the inhabitants, especially in 

regions that were previously severely affected by the Great Famine during the second decade of the 

14th century. 
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