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Background and purpose of the research

This paper intends to improve our knowledge on the similarities and differences in demographic behaviour among the European countries and regions in the past. It is focused on the study of adult mortality seasonality using a comparative approach. Mapping the continuities and changes in the adults mortality seasonality we want to make a contribution to one of the main topics of the today’s research: the existence or not of demographic frontiers inside Europe in the past.

Data and methods which were used

The study is based on the data of approximately 70,000 Jesuits dead between 1540-1760 in all around Europe. The sources employed were the works of J. Fejér (1982-1988) and the Archives of ARSI in Rome. The method used has been that formulated by L. Henry and A. Blum (1988, 45-46) which takes into account the different length of the months. 

Main results

For the 18th century three great areas have been distinguished. Portugal, Spain, France and Italy would compose the first one. Its main characteristic would be a winter maximum, from December to April, reaching its peak in January, and a summer minimum, with June and July as the lowest mortality months, that lasted until September. The second one would comprise Belgium, Western and Southern Germany, Czech Republic and Slovakia, Austria, Slovenia, Croatia and Hungary. In that case, the winter maximum displaces to early spring, getting the highest values in March and April, though in January and in February are still high, but not in December. Finally, the last area covers Poland, Lithuania and Belarus. Here the maximum appears in April and May, with a winter minimum between October and December. This picture of the 18th century differs remarkably from what we find in early periods. As the most opposite situation there is the period 1540-1640, which was dominated in all the areas by a clear and a categorical maximum in September, October and August, and a great spatial irregularity concerning the minimums. Moreover, the level of difference between maximums and minimums and the seasonal variability were, ordinarily, much more higher during the 16th-17th centuries than in the 18th one. Behind all that, there is the long history of the frequent and sharp mortality crisis before the 18th century in which the Plague played an important role. The serious ones we have measured with the Livi Bacci’s method were: 1710 (Poland, Lithuania, Austria); 1656 (Italy); 1630-1639 (Italy, Portugal, France, Belgium, Germany, Austria, Bohemia); 1559 and 1648-49 (Spain); 1611 (Germany)

Conclusions

During the 18th century, after the attenuation of the mortality crisis, and behind all that, the disappearance of the plague, the analysis of the mortality seasonality of the Jesuits reflects a gradual transformation in the maximum and minimum’s calendar that define three zone along an axis that goes from the Southwest to the Northeast of Europe.

