
CRISTIAN LUCA

The Plague of 1718–19
and its Impact on the
Foreign Trade of the
Romanian Principalities

IN THe Romanian territories, the
plague remained an endemic disease
throughout the 18th century, as the trans-
formation of the Romanian Principalities
into a veritable battleground, during the
successive wars fought by the Habsburgs
and Russia against the Porte, facilitated
the recurrence of the epidemics and its
spread over large areas. The plague of
1718–19, with antecedents recorded in
the previous years, was extremely vir-
ulent and impacted enormously on the
demography of almost all Romanian
territories,1 also affecting large regions

“In Cronstat, città situata
tra li confini della Tran -
silvania e le frontiere della
Vallacchia, siasi scoperta
vampa‹ta› di contagiose
influenze, benché ciò non
basti per crederla vera.”
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of europe2 and causing numerous casualties in the Balkans3 and, generally spea -
king, in the Ottoman possessions.

if in the Catholic world the well-known litany A peste, fame et bello, libera
nos Domine! was frequently voiced in churches and during religious processions
in order to prevent or drive away the bubonic plague, the Orthodox believers
from the Romanian Principa li ties addressed their prayers, in the 18th century,
to the Hieromartyr Saint Cha ra lampus (Romanian: Sf. Haralambie; Greek: Άγιος
Χαράλαμπος). The saint, venerated with special devotion by the Greeks, but whose
cult was also highly esteemed among other Orthodox peoples, was, according to
the hagiography, bishop of Magnesia, in Asia Minor; martyred in 202, during
the reign of the Roman emperor Lucius Septimius Severus, he is commemo-
rated on 10 February, being venerated as a defender against the plague and
other epidemics.4 unlike in eastern europe, the Catholics worshipped St. Sebastian
as Depulsor Pestis.5 in a “traditionally” religious society like the pre-modern european
society of the first decades of the 18th century, in which natural phenomena
and epidemics were regarded as manifestations of the divine will, the cult of
the saints who defended the communities against epidemics was a normal alter-
native to the relative inefficiency of the empirical treatments employed by “clas-
sical” medicine.

in Transylvania, at Braºov, the plague had episodic manifestations in the sum-
mer of 1717, and broke out violently in december 1718, reaching the climax
in August 1719, when it affected the entire principality.6 The epidemics, spread
in the context of an acute shortage of food caused by a prolonged drought which
compromised all harvests, had catastrophic consequences, with around 16,000
casualties recorded only for the town and district of Braºov.7

The extension and virulence of the epidemics had negative repercussions for
the domestic and foreign trade, consequences that strongly affected the econo-
my of the Romanian Principalities. The drastic limitations imposed on the cir-
culation of persons and goods, following the decisions of the central and local
authorities, the food shortages and the impossibility to easily cover the land routes
across the territories affected by the epidemics determined a temporary decrease
in medium- and long-distance trade, causing material losses to the merchants
who had invested capital in goods blocked in depots or quarantines. The Venetian
authorities considered that Transylvania, Wallachia and Moldavia were epidem-
ic centers, and therefore the quarantine period imposed on goods coming from
these areas was extended, as early as 1716, to up to 40 days. Nevertheless, the
precautions taken by the Venetians, expression of a modern vision and of a coher-
ent sanitary policy promoted by the Serenissima since the late 15th century,
negatively affected the natural flow of commercial exchanges, given the exces-
sively long quarantine period set for the merchandise. Many Greek and Aromanian
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merchants, who brought to Venice raw materials from the Romanian Principalities,
reoriented their trade towards the competing markets, sending the goods to
Ancona, via Ragusa, and to Trieste, the Habsburg port which, after 1717,
experienced a rapid development and played an increased role in the international
trade in the Adriatic basin.8

in 1717–19, in the context of the epidemic outbreaks of plague which affect-
ed eastern and Central europe, the firmness of the Venetian measures for pre-
venting and restricting the spread of the epizooties and epidemics greatly affect-
ed the circulation of goods and the merchants’ freedom of movement. Obliged
to remain in quarantine for long periods of time, the tradesmen could not take
advantage of the free market mechanisms and trade their goods in favorable
moments, when the selling price could bring them the highest profits. Although
Venice desperately needed the raw materials and other goods which were most-
ly imported, the central Venetian authorities did not hesitate to adopt painful
decisions, strongly harming the Venetian economy, to prevent the emergence and
spread of the epidemics into the lagoon city.

The great density of the population and the effervescence of the maritime and
mercantile activity of Venice were favorable factors for the rapid spread of epi-
demics. The traumatic experiences of 1575–77 and 1630–31, when the plague
had destroyed almost a quarter of the population of Venice,9 led to the inflexi-
ble measures taken by the Provveditori e Sopraprovveditori alla Sanità, the offi-
cials responsible with public health, a veritable department of Health in the
Ancien Régime. These high officials, elected for a term of one year from among
the Venetian political oligarchy, received detailed information from various
european regions, thorough diplomatic channels or from private sources, and
thus quickly issued orders that imposed the partial or total interruption of
commercial exchanges with the states and regions affected by epidemics and
epizootics or extended, if necessary, the quarantine period for the goods blocked
in the Lazarettos.10

The Provveditori e Sopraprovveditori alla Sanità of the central administration
appointed the persons responsible with public health in the other urban settle-
ments of the Venetian state and, through them, the restrictive measures adopt-
ed at the center were efficiently applied throughout the entire Venetian territo-
ry. The importance of their responsibilities is illustrated by decisions such as
that issued on 11 January 1706, by which the Provveditori e Sopraprovveditori
alla Sanità temporarily prohibited the trade of the Serenissima with “Ottoman
Albania” and “Veneta Albania, unitamente con Ragusi e tutta la sua giurisdi-
tione,”11 as in many areas of dalmatia an outbreak of the plague epidemics had
been reported. More than a year later, on 12 March 1707, the Provveditori e
Sopraprovveditori alla Sanità confirmed to daniele dolfin, the Venetian ambas-
sador to Vienna, that they had received his information regarding the health
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situation state of the inhabitants and of the livestock from Poland, Hungary,
Moldavia and Wallachia:

Illustrissimo et Eccellentissimo Signore Padrone Colendissimo
Dall’ultimo foglio, che diligente l’Eccellenza Vostra fa scrivere al Magistrato

Nostro sopra la salute della Polonia, siamo persuasi a restituire quel segno alla
primiera libera comunicatione con quelli Pubblici Stati, già sospesagli l’emer-
genze contagione che vi s’erano scoperte. Con piacere pure osserviamo le notitie
costì capitate della buona salute che si gode nell’Ongaria, e così nella Moldavia
e Valacchia, e nello stesso tempo rileviamo quali siino state le rimostranze di Vostra
Eccellenza appresso cotesta Corte [in Vienna] perché sopra tal qual voce, che cor-
reva di male in quelle Provincie, fossero prese con …12 le necessarie informa-
tioni. Con av‹v›isi però che tengono li Provveditori alla Sanità di Palma da quel-
li di Goritia habbiamo come a questi ultimi sii stata avanzata una notitia da’
corrieri Cesarei di Gratz di contagione insorgente nella Valacchia et Ongaria,
per il che avevamo estese le diligenze proprie e rilasciati ordini rigorosi perché
alcun partito da tali parti non habbia l’ingresso in quel contado [Gorizia and
Palmanova]. Tanto a lume di Vostra Eccellenza resti significato per quei riscon-
tri, che giudichiamo necessarii di havere in tal stato di cose, e che attenderemo
con la maggior celerità, nell’augurargli dal Cielo ogni felicità.13

T HuS, THe prompt reaction of the Venetian central authorities was, to a
great extent, the result of the quality and quantity of information received
from almost the entire europe, especially from the regions considered

of strategic interest for the economy and foreign policy of the Serenissima. As
public health—i. e., the necessity to prevent and restrict the outbreak and
spread of epidemics by all means considered legitimate—was a top priority, the
Provveditori e Sopraprovveditori alla Sanità did not hesitate to issue orders which
publicly proclaimed, under threat of capital punishment (‘pena la vita’), the imme-
diate prohibition of the trade with the areas affected by the plague and/or by epi-
zooties: on 17 August 1708 with Poland; on 26 October 1714 with Germany;
on 14 June 1715 with the Habsburg dominions, including Transylvania; on
24 March 1716, by a decision of the same magistrati, it was accepted “di facili-
tar, per quanto sia possibile, il commercio, [quindi] hanno ridotte le contuma-
cie dalli giorni quaranta a giorni vintiotto” with the goods coming to the Venetian
lagoon from Trentino, Tyrol, the Swiss territories, Swabia, Franconia, and on
23 May it was decided to reduce the quarantine period to only 14 days of con-
finement for goods and persons in the Lazarettos.14

On the basis of the information received, the Provveditori e Sopraprovveditori
alla Sanità followed closely the evolution of the situation in Transylvania, dur-
ing the serious plague epidemics that struck the principality in 1718–19. in
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december 1717, information reached Venice relative to the suspicion of the plague
spreading to Braºov and the neighboring areas.15 in January–February 1718,16

the Venetian magistrati knew that the epidemics especially affected “Cronstat17

. . . [and] Clausemburgh,”18 but the information was not confirmed by con-
temporary Transylvanian sources. Towards the end of the same year, on 12
November 1718, the Provveditori e Sopraprovveditori alla Sanità doubted the accu-
racy of several recent reports and, before adopting a restrictive decision likely
to affect the exchange of goods between Venice and the Romanian Principalities,
asked the Venetian ambassador to Vienna to provide them with more details
so as to confirm or invalidate the veracity of the respective information: “giunse
a‹lla› nostra saputa notizia ch‹e› in Cronstat, città situata tra li confini della
Transilvania e le frontiere della Vallacchia, siasi scoperta vampa‹ta› di conta-
giose influenze, benché ciò non basti per crederla vera.”19

By 24 November 1718 it was certain that the plague had broken out in the
town of Braºov and spread to its hinterland. Alarmed by the perspective of the
epidemics advancing into the Balkan regions, because of the considerable com-
mercial relations between Transylvania and the Ottoman empire, the Provveditori
e Sopraprovveditori alla Sanità requested the Venetian diplomatic representative in
Vienna to send them new information regarding the evolution of the situation
in the Principality, taking into account, in the first place, “[il] pericolo della
Città di Corona e per il continuo commercio con gli Ottomani.”20 The climax
of the epidemics, in terms of recrudescence and spread, was recorded, indeed,
in december 1718, but it was only the fatal prelude to the devastating bubon-
ic plague which hit Transylvania and Wallachia in 1719.21 The message of the
Venetian ambassador, dispatched on 26 November 1718, reconfirmed “[i] sospet-
ti di salute in Transilvania e Vallacchia,” as well as “[il] mal epidemico de’ bovi
che regna in Carintia.”22

in 1719, the plague affected large areas of eastern europe, stopping the com-
mercial exchanges of the Romanian Principalities with Austria and the italian
Peninsula. The correspondence of the Venetian ambassador in Vienna, Giovanni
Priuli, with the Provveditori e Sopraprovveditori alla Sanità of the Serenissima reveals
the close monitoring by the Venetian and Habsburg authorities of the evolu-
tion of the plague epidemics in Transylvania and Wallachia and emphasizes the
measures taken to prevent the pandemics which threatened large areas of europe.
Thus, on 28 July 1719, an order issued by the Provveditori e Sopraprovveditori
alla Sanità regulated the Venetian trade with the regions affected by the plague,
i.e. a vast area including Transylvania, Wallachia, Serbia, Bosnia and the Adriatic
coast of dalmatia (Fig. 1).23 The imports of goods coming from these regions
were not forbidden, but were subject to rigorous quarantine, which even implied
crossing three successive quarantine stations.24 A month later, on 12 August 1719,
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FIG. 1. Venice, 28 July 1719, Order of the Provveditori e Sopraprovveditori alla Sanità
regarding the restrictions on the trade between the Serenissima 

and the areas affected by the plague.



the epidemics spread from Central europe to Asia Minor, causing numerous casu-
alties in Transylvania, Wallachia, at Constantinople, Smyrna, in the islands of
the Aegean archipelago, and in Thessaly.25 it was even believed that the former
Wallachian ruler, John Mavrocordatos, had died of the plague,26 although his death
was caused, in fact, by typhoid fever.27 Through Venice, the information regard-
ing the spreading of the bubonic plague in Central and eastern europe reached
Naples, where Regent Tommaso Mazzaccara signed an order which imposed sim-
ilar measures to prevent the spreading of the plague by the merchants who brought
to the italian Peninsula goods from the affected areas.28

On 19 August 1719, the Provveditori e Sopraprovveditori alla Sanità, being
informed about the terrible effects of the plague, considered that the epidemics
had started in Braºov, from where it had spread across Wallachia, in the Balkans,
and partially in the rest of the Ottoman territories due to the presence in the town
of numerous Greek-Levantine merchants.29 However, the conclusions of the
five Venetian magistrati were erroneous, as the bubonic plague had broken out
and spread concomitantly in several areas of eastern europe, in the context of
the drought which compromised the harvests, and in Western europe, where,
for example, it showed special virulence at Marseille.30 The Provveditori e
Sopraprovveditori alla Sanità decided, in the order issued on 19 August 1719,
to impose 21 days of quarantine on the goods coming from the areas affected
by the plague or considered to be potentially risky (Fig. 2),31 a relatively mod-
erate measure, taking into account the alarming news that had reached Venice
and especially the dire situation in eastern europe. The same Venetian magistrati,
writing to the ambassador of the Serenissima in Vienna, Giovanni Priuli, appre-
ciated the consistency and accuracy of the information he had provided and updat-
ed him on the quarantine measures, flexible enough to allow, even in the diffi-
cult circumstances caused by the bubonic plague, the imports of raw materials
and other eastern european goods necessary to the Venetian economy.32 A
week later, on 26 August 1719, a new letter sent to ambassador Giovanni Priuli
reiterated the satisfaction of the central Venetian authorities relative to the way
in which the diplomat had monitored the evolution “del contagioso morbo nella
Transilvania e Province Ottomane.”33

The restrictive measures meant to prevent the spread of the epidemics in
the territories unaffected by the feared pathogenic enterobacteria had immedi-
ate effects on international trade. The archbishop of Zara, Vicko Zmajević, men-
tioned, in a letter written on 3 September 1719, that the Habsburgs had closed
the roads they controlled in Serbia, blocking a part of the terrestrial routes which
linked the territories of the House of Austria and the Romanian Principalities
with Venice and other economic centers in the italian Peninsula.34 Thus, the
foreign trade of the Romanian Principalities witnessed a clear decrease in 1719,
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FIG. 2. Venice, 19 August 1719, Order of the Provveditori e Sopraprovveditori alla Sanità
regarding the imposition of a 21 days’ quarantine period for the goods 
coming to the Venetian lagoon from the areas affected by the plague.



as Wallachia and Transylvania were strongly affected by the epidemics, where-
as, paradoxically, Moldavia, although located in the vicinity of both epidemic cen-
ters, was less affected by what was to be considered one of the most devastat-
ing plague epidemics of eastern europe in the 18th century.

in the autumn of 1719 the plague epidemics gradually regressed and subse-
quently ceased in Wallachia and Transylvania, probably also due to a worsen-
ing of the weather, as heavy rains35 and lower temperatures reduced the num-
ber of bloodsucking parasites, the vectors that transmitted the disease to human
beings. information regarding the regression of the plague at Braºov, also record-
ed in the context of the measures adopted by the Habsburg authorities, who tem-
porarily closed the borders of Hungary and Transylvania, were known to the
Provveditori e Sopraprovveditori alla Sanità from several avvisi, whose veracity
the Venetian ambassador to Vienna was asked to check on 10 december 1719.36

Annus Horribilis 1719 ended with a tragic balance for Transylvania and Wallachia,
where tens of thousands of plague victims were recorded, but also with severe
repercussions for the economy, following the limitation and then interruption
of foreign trade. The situation was worsened by the modest harvests caused by
the drought and by the effects of the epidemics on the people involved in pro-
ductive activities.

indubitably, the most dynamic sector of the economy, medium- and long-dis-
tance trade, suffered the most during the devastating plague epidemics that affect-
ed Transylvania in 1718–19 and Wallachia in 1719. Providing important incomes
to the princely Treasury, in Wallachia, and to the Aulic Council, in Transylvania
and in Little Wallachia (Oltenia), annexed by the Habsburgs in 1718, through
the custom taxes paid by merchants for the traded goods, the foreign trade
was obstructed and blocked by the closing of roads and custom houses, by the
uncertainty of transportation, by the imposition of an obligatory prolonged quar-
antine period for products and by the confinement in Lazarettos of the merchants
who brought them to the Venetian market. in the archive of the former Venetian
consulate in durazzo, which was, in the 18th century, the main transit port for
the Oriental and eastern european goods destined to the Venetian market, the
year 1719 is sporadically mentioned, without records of consistent transports
of goods from eastern europe. evidently, the plague epidemics made the Greek
and Aromanian merchants avoid traveling to the Romanian Principalities, a
risk which, very probably, was also not taken by their agents or by the caravans
of transporters. Therefore the years 1718–19 represent a period of economic and
demographic regress, which increased the economic development gap between
the extra- and intra-Carpathian territories, on the one hand, and the advanced
capitalist economies of Western europe, on the other.

q
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Abstract
The Plague of 1718–19 and its Impact on the Foreign Trade 
of the Romanian Principalities

The plague epidemics of 1718–19 greatly affected the foreign trade of the Romanian Principalities,
and also the international trade in Central and eastern europe, leading to a complete interrup-
tion of commercial exchanges following the closing of the borders of imperial Hungary and
given the uncertainty of the routes in the areas affected by pestilence. On the basis of a critical analy-
sis of the correspondence between the Venetian ambassador to Vienna and the Provveditori e
Sopraprovveditori alla Sanità of the Serenissima, this paper presents the impact of the bubonic plague
on the foreign trade of the Romanian Principalities, especially in what concerns the commercial
relations between Transylvania, Wallachia and Venice. These unpublished Venetian sources refer to
the position of the Romanian Principalities at the periphery of world economy, after the conclu-
sion of the Peace Treaty of Passarowitz (Požarevac), which led to the annexation of Little Wallachia
by the Habsburgs, thus causing a reduction in Wallachian exports and the rise of a new competi-
tor—the Habsburg empire—in the commerce with the Ottoman Levant.

Keywords
bubonic plague, foreign trade, Transylvania, Wallachia, italian Peninsula, 18th century pestilence
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