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The earlier increases in agricultural production didn’t continue. The topsoil was exhausted. As more lands were converted to the cultivation of cereals, animal husbandry decreased, causing a manure shortage. Heavy rains and frost also hampered agriculture. In the early 14th century there was a food shortage and then famine. A shortage of silver led to the debasement of coins and inflation. Prices for goods rose rapidly, and the taxes diminished. To replace their revenues, lords turned to plunder and warfare. There was also the Black Death, or bubonic plague. Probably originating in Mongolia, it crossed into Russia and then Sicily in 1347. The plague killed about 1/4th to 1/3rd of Europe’s population. Panic-stricken people drifted into chaos and frenzied forms of religious life. Art concentrated on morbid scenes. Sometimes this hysteria was directed against Jews. The millions of deaths caused production of food and goods to plummet and some prices to soar. A law decreed in England in 1349 required peasants to work at fixed wages. Economic and social tensions escalated into rebellions by peasants against their lords. To the landed aristocracy, the peasants were sinners attacking a social system ordained by God. The nobility suppressed the peasants by might. Social unrest affected the towns as well as the countryside. 14th century Europeans suffered because of the wars which devastated towns and farmlands and seriously hampered economic life. 


