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In many different types of films produced across the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries that have depicted epidemics, women have been visualized according

to two recurring characteristic images. On the one hand, women have been por-
trayed as actual or symbolic “carriers” or “spreaders” of disease—sometimes as a
punishment for perceived immorality—and usually connected to female charac-
ters deviating from the gender roles prescribed during epidemics, which were often
focused on domesticity.1 On the other hand, women have been shown in films to
take on heavy burdens during epidemic outbreaks—often by caring for others, ap-
parently selflessly—a subject that has been highlighted during the world’s struggles
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with COVID-19.2 In certain films, women sacrifice themselves for the “greater
good” of the wider community or society. These images are mutually reinforcing: the
failure to adhere to the prescribed role of selfless caregiver during an epidemic often
leads a female character in thefilm to be susceptible to the prejudicial “spreader” label.3

In this short article, we discuss a range of films depicting epidemics in the
early modern period—I promessi sposi [The Betrothed] (Mario Bonnard, 1922;
Mario Camerini, 1941; Mario Maffei, 1964), Himlaspelet [The Heavenly Play] (Alf
Sjöberg, 1942), The Last Valley ( James Clavell, 1971), The Devils (Ken Russell,
1971),Mariken van Nieumeghen ( Jos Stelling, 1974), Flesh and Blood (Paul Ver-
hoeven, 1985), Restoration (Michael Hoffman, 1995), andDangerous Beauty (Mar-
shall Herskovitz, 1998)—and make two observations. First, films situated in the
early modern period have tended to privilege the “spreader” or “carrier” image much
more than the “burdened caregiver”—likely connected to the prominent place of
witchcraft and miasmatic conceptions of disease transmission in this period that
make the female “spreader” concept much simpler to visualize. Second, beyond
these two basic images, a number of these films also depicted women actively and
independently achieving morally ambiguous goals while experiencing or facing
the threat of epidemic outbreaks. Some of these films, therefore, move beyond
burdens, prejudices, and vulnerabilities and show women’s self-awareness and con-
sciousness of the cultural and institutional constraints they faced—leading on occa-
sion to subversion of prescribed norms.

Centering the “Female Spreader” in Early Modern Cinema

While the image of the burdened or self-sacrificing woman has been prominent in
films about epidemics in modern history, such as 7Women ( John Ford, 1966) or
The Painted Veil ( John Curran, 2006), or in contemporary or fictional settings,
such as Contagion (Steven Soderbergh, 2011) and Blindness (Fernando Meirelles,
2008), this image is less prominent in films depicting premodern (medieval and early
modern) epidemics.We found only one occasionwhere this image was centered—in

2 Clare Wenham, Julia Smith, and Rosemary Morgan, “COVID-19: The Gendered Im-
pacts of the Outbreak,” Lancet 395, no. 10277 (2020): 846–48; Clare Wenham, Julia Smith, Sara
E. Davies, Huiyun Feng, Karen A. Grépin, Sophie Harman, Asha Herten-Crabb, and Rosemary
Morgan, “Women Are Most Affected by Pandemics—Lessons from Past Outbreaks,” Nature
583 (2020): 194–98.

3 Han and Curtis, “The Female Burden Visualized.”
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Anazapta [Black Plague] (Albert Sciamma, 2002). Here, a fourteenth-century vil-
lage deals with an outbreak of plague. This scourge, in fact, is depicted as a punish-
ment for the community’s earlier role in the rape of the lord’s previous wife, Joan
Bassett (Elizabeth Marmur). Later in the film, the lead female protagonist, Lady
Matilda Mellerby (Lena Headey), finds herself having to submit to the sexual ad-
vances of powerful men in order to secure resources and services for the “common
good” of the village collective: for example, in one case to convince the powerful bishop
to organize a pious procession.

By contrast to the burdened or self-sacrificing woman, we find many more ex-
amples of premodern epidemics being instrumentalized in film through the image of
the female “carrier” or “spreader.” To some extent, this accords with what we know
about premodern views on disease transmission and how it relates to the imposition of
prescribed gendered roles. In the medieval imaginary, for instance, leprous blood was
linked tomenstruation, supposedly discharged by “impure”women, and it was believed
to be a carrier of disease.4 In the early modern period, the rationale of diseases as prod-
ucts of miasma (bad airs connected to odor, dampness, and light) also informed deci-
sions to ban women from funerals during plague outbreaks and to issue warnings that
the female presence increased the danger of contaminated air rising from the graves.5

Appealing to the popular imagination, films have used epidemics in the me-
dieval and early modern period to develop a female carrier/spreader image by fore-
grounding (male) concerns over female sexuality and deviation from prescribed do-
mestic roles. Cinema tends to focus on the dominant narrative of women (accused
of ) leading men astray and into immorality—sometimes accused by the church and
sometimes by their fellow neighbors.6 For example, in the German-British action
horror film Black Death (Christopher Smith, 2010), the main female protagonist,
Langiva (Carice van Houten), the village herbalist who is also rumored to employ
supernatural powers, is portrayed as the catalyst for the male protagonist, Osmund
(Eddie Redmayne), turning evil. Osmund is a humble monk in the opening of the

4 Susan Zimmerman, “Leprosy in the Medieval Imaginary,” Journal of Medieval and Early
Modern Studies 38, no. 3 (2008): 559–87.

5 Daniel R. Curtis, “The Female Experience of Epidemics in the Early Modern Low Coun-
tries,”Dutch Crossing: Journal of Low Countries Studies 45, no. 1 (2021): 3–20, at 9; LeoNoordegraaf
and Gerrit Valk, De Gave Gods: De pest in Holland vanaf de late Middeleeuwen (Bergen: Octavo,
1988), 120, 134.

6 Tom Vercruysse, “The Dark Ages Imaginary in European Films” (PhD diss., KU Leuven,
2014), 170.
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film, yet as the Black Death starts to spread, and upon increased interaction with
Langiva, he begins to see all women as potential witches, misogynistically hunting
them down and brutally torturing them. In one scene, we hear a tale recounted by a
mercenary that “by the time that night was through, they’d killed every woman in
the village. By the end of that week, the men were shagging [i.e., having sexual
intercourse with] pigs.” In a similar vein, women in films are often scapegoated
as witches for having a causal role in the ongoing outbreak, as seen in the supernat-
ural thriller Season of the Witch (Dominic Sena, 2011). Here, a woman (Claire
Foy), known only as “The Girl,” is explicitly accused of causing the Black Death.
As a result, she is forcefully escorted to an isolated monastery by two male knights
(Nicolas Cage and Ron Perlman) under instruction from Cardinal D’Ambroise
(Christopher Lee), where she is subject to inquisition by resident monks to more
conclusively determine whether she is a witch.

These more recent examples of plague and female scapegoating in film are
rooted in a long cinematic history that extends from the earliest silent films, such
as the GermanDie Pest in Florenz [The Plague of Florence] (Otto Rippert, 1919), to
the highly regarded Swedish-DanishHäxan [Witchcraft through the Ages] (Benja-
min Christensen, 1922); and even to the later and lesser known Singoalla [Gypsy
Fury] (Christian-Jaque, 1949), set in fourteenth-century Sweden. Indeed, in Die
Pest in Florenz, informed by the classic moralizing texts of contemporary observers
Giovanni Villani (Nuova Cronica) and Giovanni Boccaccio (The Decameron), one
woman, Julia (Marga von Kierska), acts as the so-called “seductress” pushing Flor-
entine society toward lust and excess, while the BlackDeath itself is conceptualized
as a ragged female character ( Julietta Brandt) lurking in the shadows and ready to
strike down immoral or impious citizens.

It is perhaps not surprising, then, to find that the cinema often uses the dis-
tant past as an opportunity to visualize severe and sometimes misogynistic punish-
ments. On a recurring level in films dealing with the premodern period, women are
depicted as being punished during plagues for perceived immorality, meaning de-
viations from prescribed norms, especially sexual ones. One typical recent example
is the German filmDerMedicus [The Physician] (Philipp Stölzl, 2013), based on a
1986 novel of the same name by Noah Gordon, which is set in Persia in the early
eleventh century during the time of the famous polymath, Ibn Sina (Avicenna).7

7 While the epidemic represented inDerMedicus occurs after the end of the first plague pan-
demic and before the beginning of the second plague pandemic using traditional chronologies, new
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The lead female protagonist, a Jewish woman called Rebecca (Emma Rigby), is
abandoned by her husband who flees the city of Isfahan during a plague outbreak,
leaving a trainee physician, Rob (Tom Payne), to tend to her. After recovering
from the disease and being nursed back to full health, Rebecca later discovers she
is pregnant as a result of extramarital relations with Rob.8 Reported to officials by
her husband, who has returned to the city, she is sentenced to death and receives
a last-minute reprieve from her impending execution only through Rob’s interven-
tions. Throughout the film, Rebecca appears to have little agency beyond being con-
trolled, desired, and saved.

However, despite the large number and long tradition of visualizing links be-
tween epidemics and the persecution of female witches within cinema—including
the critically revered film Det sjunde inseglet [The Seventh Seal] (Ingmar Bergman,
1957) and the acclaimed British comedyMonty Python and the Holy Grail (Terry
Gilliam /Terry Jones, 1975)—these depictions can also be considered anachronis-
tic.9 The source of this anachronism is that the epidemic visualized is usually a me-
dieval plague modeled (either explicitly or implicitly) on the Black Death of the
mid-fourteenth century, playing on popular conceptions of a dirty, unhygienic,
or intolerant Middle Ages.10 Instead, it is well known that, first, witch-hunting
as a general phenomenon (and particularly the explicitly gendered aspects of it)
can be attributed more to the early modern period, taking off in the sixteenth cen-
tury in certain parts of Europe. In any case, historians have shown that the geo-
graphical and temporal correlation between plague outbreaks and the scapegoating
of witches is far from evident and straightforward.11

8 It has been suggested that those infected with plague without recourse to modern medical
intervention had a roughly 50 percent chance of survival. See Daniel R. Curtis and Qijun Han, “The
FemaleMortality Advantage in the Seventeenth-Century Rural LowCountries,”Gender andHistory
33, no. 1 (2021): 50–74, at 59–60.

9 On the perpetuation of this anachronism, see Winston Black, The Middle Ages: Facts and
Fictions (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2019), 192; Vercruysse, “The Dark Ages Imaginary,” 159.

10 These conceptions about the Middle Ages have been challenged in Carole Rawcliffe, Ur-
ban Bodies: Communal Health in Late Medieval English Towns and Cities (Woodbridge: Boydell,
2013), and Guy Geltner, Roads to Health: Infrastructure and UrbanWellbeing in Later Medieval Italy
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2019).

11 William Naphy, Plagues, Poisons and Potions: Plague-Spreading Conspiracies in the Western
Alps, c. 1530–1640 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2002).

historical, bio-archaeological, and genetic research is starting to revise these entrenched views. Thus,
a plague in the eleventh century, for example, may not prove to be quite so unrealistic. For more, see
Monica Green, “The Four Black Deaths,” American Historical Review 125, no. 5 (2020): 1601–31.
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Films based on the dramatization of original historical source material tend to
avoid perpetuating anachronism by visualizing the links between witch-hunting and
plague for the appropriate period. This is seen in older films such as the Swedish
Himlaspelet [The Heavenly Play] (Alf Sjöberg, 1942), where two peasants are about
to marry until a disease breaks out in their seventeenth-century village and the
woman, Marit (Eivor Landström), is burned alive as the identified “spreader” (see
figs. 1 and 2). In Mariken van Nieumeghen ( Jos Stelling, 1974)—the first Dutch
film to be entered at Cannes and based on a play written in Middle Dutch in the
early sixteenth century but reproduced in numerous languages from the seven-
teenth century onward (including Latin and Arabic)—a woman, Marieke (Ronnie
Montagne), travels from Nijmegen to Antwerp, where she is ultimately blamed
for an outbreak of plague because she had purportedly cohabited for seven years
with the devil.12 In the end, she embarks on a pilgrimage to see the pope in Rome,

Figure 1. “The Female Spreader Condemned.” Film Still fromHimlaspelet, 1942. Source:
The Swedish Film Database, http://www.svenskfilmdatabas.se/en/item/?type5film
&itemid54001.

12 The film was reproduced in a more child-friendly format in 2000 asMariken (André van
Duren, 2000).
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carrying out a penance in a convent for seven years. In The Last Valley ( James
Clavell, 1971), set in 1641 in the context of ongoing epidemic outbreaks during
the last phases of the political and religious struggles of the Thirty Years’ War
(1618–1648), one woman, Erica (Florinda Bolkan), who had been living with a
military captain, is burned at the stake by a fanatical priest (Per Oscarsson) on
the grounds of witchcraft. Crucial to many of these film narratives is the persistent
demand that the accused women show repentance.

Similar themes, but perhaps more nuanced, were also developed in modern
cinema, such asDangerous Beauty (Marshall Herskovitz, 1998), which is based on
an earlier biography of a sixteenth-century Venetian courtesan, Veronica Franco.13

During the severe plague of 1575–1577 in Venice, Franco, like a number of other
women, is placed on trial as part of an inquisition that links the disease to her

13 Margaret F. Rosenthal, The Honest Courtesan: Veronica Franco, Citizen and Writer in
Sixteenth-Century Venice (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992).

Figure 2. “The Female Spreader Centered.” Film Still from Himlaspelet, 1942. Source:
The Swedish Film Database, http://www.svenskfilmdatabas.se/en/item/?type5film
&itemid54001.
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licentious lifestyle, and she is accused of bewitching men into lustful immorality.
However, the film also departs somewhat from a stereotypical tale of an epidemic
leading to male anxieties over female sexuality—what has been described as the
psychosexual capacity to corrupt body image—in two ways.14 First, the director
draws a contrast between the wives of the wealthy men and the female courtesans.
The latter’s independence is instrumentalized in the film as a way of eliciting jealousy
from themore constrained wives. Second, andmore significantly, the film reflects on
Franco’s literary and intellectual prowess. These female successes, endangering the
position and patronage of the male courtiers and poets, are presented as an equally
important rationale for her ultimate persecution. Hence, even within the constraints
of very formulaic “spreader” images perpetuated in cinema, there is room for moving
beyond stereotypes—an issue further elaborated upon in the next section.

Moving beyond the Scapegoat

Films dealing with epidemics in the early modern period have, at times, done more
than simply reproduce images of scapegoated women, often depicted as witches.
Although many of these films still accord with the basic overarching narrative of
the immoral “spreader,” some of them also use these images to criticize contempo-
rary trends within society or instead simply foreground the struggles of men. For
example, although the aforementionedHimlaspelet concerns a scapegoated woman,
blamed for disease and death within a seventeenth-century Swedish village, this
episode is merely instrumentalized by the director to zoom in on the male char-
acter’s (Rune Lindström) personal struggle and descent into a moral crisis out
of guilt for the persecution of Marit.15 It is also used to establish a wider nostalgia
for perceived loss of a supposedly more innocent agrarian past. Similarly, in the
more contemporary film Restoration (Michael Hoffman, 1995), the death of a
woman, Katherine (Meg Ryan), in childbirth during an outbreak of plague in
seventeenth-century London forms one of the most tragic central scenes. Yet this
scene merely serves as a moment of recognition and enlightenment for the central

14 Lauren Bliss, “Guilty as Charged: Feminist Film Theory and the Early Modern Imagina-
tion,” in The Maternal Imagination of Film and Film Theory, ed. Lauren Bliss (Cham: Palgrave Mac-
millan, 2020), 25–50.

15 Birgitta Steene, “The Sjöberg-Bergman Connection: Hets—Collaboration and Public
Impact,” TijdSchrift voor Skandinavistiek 20, no. 1 (1999): 85–101, at 92.
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male protagonist (Robert Downey Jr.), who as a physician is suddenly convinced of
his original calling and his desire to use his expertise to help others.16

Other films, however, suggest that while women of the premodern past often
lived within the cultural and institutional constraints of two acceptable models—
the virgin or the wife—it did notmean that women passively subscribed to imposed
norms or did not have thoughts about them.17 Thus, some films have pointed to
early modern women’s capacity to actively and independently achieve morally am-
biguous goals; they have also shown how women use collective cohesion as an ac-
tive response to the challenges posed by an epidemic disease outbreak. Further-
more, some films combining early modern epidemics and female protagonists
have used subtle and multifaceted gender images to show male and female shared
experiences.

One clear example of this can be seen in the representation of Agnes ( Jennifer
Jason Leigh) in Paul Verhoeven’s Flesh and Blood (1985), situated right at the be-
ginning of the sixteenth century amid an ongoing outbreak of plague. Agnes does
not entirely conform to a spreader or sacrificial figure but instead is instrumen-
talized by the director as one character among many—both females and males—
to highlight moral ambiguity, self-interest, and opportunism. This move, perhaps,
is not surprising given Verhoeven’s infamous penchant for misanthropy and cyn-
icism.18Throughout the film, Agnes does not pick sides—neither entirely rejecting
or acting in resistance to her unruly band of captors, nor entirely appreciating the
efforts or supporting the ideas of those attempting to rescue her. Instead, within
the limitations of her precarious situation—threatened at times by the prospect
of sexual violence—she makes tactical alliances when and as she sees fit, remaining
noncommittal to the other male characters that vie for her attention.19 This asser-
tion of agency, however limited, is demonstrated most clearly at the end of the film

16 The woman used as a catalyst for male doctors’ return to perceived medical duty during
epidemics not set in the early modern period, such as Arrowsmith ( John Ford, 1931), The Citadel
(King Vidor, 1938), and Les Orgueilleux (Yves Allégret, 1953), are discussed in full in Qijun Han
and Daniel R. Curtis, “Epidemics, Public Health Workers, and ‘Heroism’ in Cinematic Perspective,”
Visual Studies (2021), doi:10.1080/1472586X.2021.1907781.

17 Ruth Mazo Karras, Sexuality in Medieval Europe: Doing unto Others (London: Routledge,
2017), 164.

18 Nathan Lee, “The Agony and the Ecstasy: Paul Verhoeven’s Carnal Knowledge,” Film
Comment 43, no. 2 (2007): 26–30, at 30.

19 Rape, or the threat of sexual assault, is a frequently recurring device used in many
epidemic-related films, on which see Han and Curtis, “The Female Burden Visualized.”
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where the villain of the piece, and Agnes’s captor, Martin (Rutger Hauer), is seen
escaping the castle with a looted sack of treasure over his shoulder. Yet, despite his
spending much of the film tormenting or threatening Agnes, she simply watches
Martin make his getaway and does not say anything to anyone, despite being in
a position to do so.

In other films set within the context of an epidemic in the early modern pe-
riod, the central female protagonist becomes the vehicle through which important
messages are established, such as critiques of arbitrary application of power and
socioeconomic inequalities. This can be seen in the numerous adaptations of the
nineteenth-centuryAlessandroMazzoni novel I promessi sposi [The Betrothed] (Mario
Bonnard, 1922; Mario Camerini, 1941; Mario Maffei, 1964; as well as a television
series in 1989), which is based on a serious plague that occurred in northern Italy in
1630.20 Here, the situation of Lucia (Dina Sassoli), a rural peasant in the mountain
areas close to Lecco, near Lake Como, is used to criticize corruption, injustice, and
the vulnerable position of the poor. At the beginning of the story, the honest but
relatively poor couple, Renzo (Gino Cervi) and Lucia, wish to get married but
are prevented by the interference of a local baron, Don Rodrigo (Enrico Glori),
who has his own sights set on Lucia. The film thus highlights arbitrary quasi-feudal
traditions. The couple flee the corrupted rural community but find similar hard-
ships and suffering within the urban environment of Milan. Lucia is kidnapped
by a nun (who had been coerced to do so), while Renzo experiences both a popular
uprising connected to famine conditions (linked to the excesses of the Thirty Years’
War) and then the outbreak of plague. His impoverished appearance fosters suspi-
cions that he is an outsider deliberately trying to spread the disease. Lucia’s mistreat-
ment—in both city and countryside—develops a broader message within the film
that the poor rarely can escape injustices inflicted upon them by the wealthy and
powerful, and this is a vulnerability and a message of which Lucia is entirely aware.

Other films, such as the controversial British historical drama The Devils
(Ken Russell, 1971), banned in numerous countries around the world due to its
depictions of blasphemy, also completely inverted the usual narrative of women un-
fairly victimized, targeted, and scapegoated during an outbreak of epidemic disease.
Instead, it depicts women as perpetrators of accusations during a plague in the

20 On the relative severity of this outbreak, see Guido Alfani, “Plague in Seventeenth-
Century Europe and the Decline of Italy: An Epidemiological Hypothesis,” European Review of Eco-
nomic History 17, no. 4 (2013): 408–30.
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seventeenth century. In this film, we see critical reflection on two issues of sexual
repression and abuses of power by elites, both authorities and institutions, but
framed through the ongoing trial of a French Catholic priest, Urbain Grandier
(Oliver Reed). His trial is motivated by the accusations made by a group of nuns,
headed by Sister Jeanne des Anges (Vanessa Redgrave), concerned with improper
and immoral sexual behavior on his part. The nuns eventually accuse Grandier of
dealing with the devil and bewitching the convent during the supposed possessions
in Loudun, Poitiers. Despite pressure to confess, he refuses and is burned at the
stake. Such a narrative accords well with recent literature that has suggested that,
as well as heightened vulnerabilities for women during early modern epidemic out-
breaks, women also frequently publicly accused or blamed others (sometimes
against other women, but also men, including male elites) and were even involved
in acts of resistance and violence against the imposition of plague regulations by
authorities.21

Conclusion: Early Modern Epidemics, Vulnerability,
and Female Consciousness in Film

To conclude, we might assume that recurring images of women during epidemics
represented in films situated in the early modern period—in particular the “female
spreader”—are faithful re-creations of societal values of a distant past characterized
by patriarchy and subordination.22However, it should be noted that the reliance on
this “spreader” image does not deviate that much from recent films about contem-
porary or fictional epidemic disease outbreaks. Indeed, the same recurring aspects
are to be found in more recent examples—from Contagion to The Painted Veil to
World War Z (Marc Forster, 2013)—although perhaps in a more nuanced form
and with greater emphasis on the (mutually supporting) “burdened woman” im-
age.23 Put simply, these images are not necessarily reflective of the filmmakers’ pre-
conceptions of what constitutes correct or accurate early modern values but are

21 Samuel K. Cohn, Epidemics: Hate and Compassion from the Plague of Athens to AIDS (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 147–50; Curtis, “The Female Experience of Epidemics,” 8–9.

22 For a similar discussion, see Esther Fernández Rodríguez, “Negotiating the Past. Re-
viewedWork(s): El perro del hortelano by Pilar Miró: Juana la loca by Vicente Aranda: La dama boba
by Manuel Iborra: La princesa de Éboli by Belén Macias,” Early ModernWomen: An Interdisciplinary
Journal 10, no. 2 (2016): 119–27.

23 Han and Curtis, “The Female Burden Visualized.”
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more reflective of filmmakers’ preconceived views on how societies tend to univer-
sally respond to epidemic outbreaks, regardless of social or historical context. If any-
thing, what films such asThe Devils, I promessi sposi, Flesh and Blood, andDangerous
Beauty show us is that the specific value of the early modern period for film directors
has been—and can be increasingly in the future—a way of instrumentalizing trau-
matic events such as epidemics to not only visualize pressures, restrictions, burdens,
and vulnerabilities of women but, importantly, to foreground female self-awareness,
consciousness, and sometimes even subversion of prescribed norms.
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