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Where do emotions dwell? In the human body or the mind? This question 
is very much at the core of what emotions are and, thus, what is an appropriate 
method to study them.2 The first modern scientists, such as Charles Darwin, 
were placing emotions in the human body and seeing them as innate qualities, 
the expression of which was developed in the course of evolution, rather than 
behaviour learnt during a person’s lifetime.3 Although Darwin was not alone in this 
point of view, modern anthropology has stressed different aspects of emotions and 
view them as cultural, not biological phenomena. Thus, from the anthropologi-
cal point of view, emotions could be studied and understood only in the context 
of a given culture.4 Studies on emotions have advanced significantly since both of 
those claims were made. In all likelihood, there has never been more interest 
in emotions in the so‑called western world than nowadays. A great example of 

1  This article was prepared as part of a research project founded by the National Science Center 
(Poland), project no. 2021/41/N/HS3/02721.

2  Jan Plamper, The History of Emotions: An Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2015), 29–32.

3  Charles Darwin, The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (New York: D. Appleton 
and Company, 1896), 10–19. Cf. Barbara H. Rosenwein, Ricardo Cristiani, What is the History of 
Emotions? (Cambridge: Polity, 2018), 17. 

4  Lila Abu‑Lughod, Catherine A. Lutz, “Introduction: emotion, discourse, and the politics of 
everyday life” in Language and the politics of emotion, eds. eadem (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, Paris: Editions de la Maison des Sciences de l’Homme, 1990), 1–2; Catherine A. Lutz, Unna‑
tural Emotions: Everyday Sentiments on a Micronesian Atoll & Their Challenge to Western Theory 
(Chicago–London: The University of Chicago Press, 1988), 3–6.



Kalina Słaboszowska136

this is the method of measuring the quality of life by how happy people are. What 
does it mean to be happy, what makes people happy, and whether happiness is 
universal are all questions for separate discussion.5 

That being said, there are significant differences between anthropological and 
historical studies, especially when it comes to studying epochs prior to the twenti-
eth century.6 Historians studying the relatively close past are privileged (or maybe 
cursed) not only with some cultural similarities of today to the times they are 
dealing with (some of them even remember the period they are studying, which – 
as I imagine as a medievalist – may be as helpful as it is problematic), but also with 
sources such as photographs, movies, diaries and even eyewitnesses.7 Other histo-
rians have to look for emotions in less obvious sources; however, this is not to say 
they do not succeed. Medievalists frequently look for emotions in hagiography 
and other genres of religious writings, letters, as well as judicial sources, and (as 
it seems) to the lesser extent, historiography8. However, this raises the question: 
whose emotions are we studying exactly? Are descriptions of emotions in written 
sources a creation of the writer, or maybe we should treat them as descriptions 
of the actual situation and assume that the emotions in the source are indeed 
the emotions of the people to whom they are ascribed. Neither of these approaches, 
as it frequently is in the historical studies of emotions, seem entirely satisfactory. 
Monique Scheer, who proposed the category of emotions as practices, inspired 
by the concept of habitus argues that we should treat studying emotions in the same 
way we treat studying discourses. Based on the interpretation of the sources, we can 
access the rules of feelings that were both internalised by actors of the past and 
reproduced by them in the texts they produced.9 In this case we also need to con-
sider the socio‑economical position of the author of the analysed source, since 

5  Joachim Weimann, Andreas Knabe, Ronnie Schöb, Measuring Happiness. The Economics 
of Well‑Being (Cambridge, MA–London: The MIT Press), 3–6; Darrin M. McMahon, “Finding Joy 
in the History of Emotions” in Doing Emotions History, eds. Susan J. Matt, Peter N. Stearns (Urbana–
Chicago–Springfield: University of Illinois Press, 2014), 108–116.

6  Cf. Plamper, The History, 277–290; Peter N. Stearns, “Prescriptive literature” in Sources for 
the History of Emotions: A Guide, eds. Katie Barclay, Sharon Crozier‑De Rosa, Peter N. Stearns 
(London–New York: Routledge, 2021), 53–55; Marcelo J. Borges, “Narratives of the self ” in Sources 
for the History, 99–101. 

7  Plamper, The History, 287–290. 
8  Piroska Nagy, Xavier Biron‑Ouellet, Anne Gaëlle Weber, “Rituals, relics and religious rheto-

ric” in Sources for the History, 41–49; Agnieszka Bartoszewicz, “Świat uczuć w późnośredniowiecz-
nych miastach polskich – temat badawczy czy nierozwiązywalna zagadka?” in Świat średniowiecza. 
Studia ofiarowane Profesorowi Henrykowi Samsonowiczowi, ed. eadem (Warszawa: Wydawnictwa 
Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego, 2010), 329–342; Gerd Althoff, “Ira Regis: Prolegomena to a History 
of Royal Anger” in Anger’s Past. The Social Uses of an Emotion in the Middle Ages (Ithaca–London: 
Cornell University Press, 1998), 59–74. 

9  Monique Scheer, “Are Emotions a Kind of Practice (and is that what makes them have 
a history)? A Bourdieuian Approach to Understanding Emotion,” History and Theory 51 (2012): 
199–204.
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the rules were probably different for various social groups. Barbara H. Rosenwein 
calls such groups that describe, display and value emotions similarly as “emotional 
communities.”10 She argues that there is no reason to believe that people in a given 
historical period all had to obey the same set of rules when it comes to feelings 
and thus we should not speak of medieval emotionality in general but rather about 
many medieval emotional communities.11 

Numerous fields of studies on emotions require another question to be asked – 
do binary oppositions, such as body and mind, or culture and nature, even make 
sense anymore and do they help us understand emotions or rather create artifi-
cial boundaries? The body, and indeed the mind as its product, have a history.12 
The brain itself is a highly plastic organ, and some changes caused by cultural 
practices can happen within a lifetime. Neurohistorians present the human brain 
as a historical fact that should be subjected to historical studies. They stress how 
the brain changes over time and differs from culture to culture, and how different 
cultural and social circumstances may affect it.13 This approach in my opinion can 
be as inspiring as it is problematic from the practical point of view. For example, 
it mostly has to be based on research of the human brain that is concluded on peo-
ple living contemporarily.14 I would like to treat this reflection as an excuse to take 
a look at the relationship of emotions and the body in the past. 

The present article is a case‑study of a depiction of the influence of emotions 
on physical health in the late‑medieval Polish chronicle “Annales seu Cronicae 
incliti Regni Poloniae” or put more briefly, the Annals written by Jan Długosz.15 
The Annals – due to their quality and volume – are considered one of the most 
important written sources for studying the medieval history of Poland. Jan Długosz 
was born in a middle noble family in 1415. He studied at the University of Cracow, 
though without obtaining any degree, which was not unusual at the time. Most 
of his life was connected with Lesser Poland and especially the city of Cracow 
and its Church. He became the secretary of the bishop, later cardinal, Zbigniew 
Oleśnicki, one of the key figures of political life in the fifteenth century Kingdom of 
Poland. He was also Canon of Cracow, diplomat and teacher of the sons of the king 
Kazimierz Jagiellończyk. As such, he was definitely a part of both the intellectual 

10  Barbara H. Rosenwein, “Worrying about Emotions in History,” The American Historical 
Review 107, 3 (2002): 842.

11  Ibidem, 842–845.
12  Scheer, “Are Emotions a Kind of Practice”: 195–199. 
13  Daniel L. Smail, “Neurohistory in Action. Hoarding and the Human Past,” Focus‑Isis 105, 

1 (2014): 113–114.
14  Ibidem; Barbara H. Rosenwein, Riccardo Cristiani, What is the History of Emotions? (Camb-

ridge: Polity Press, 2018), 18–19. 
15  Joannis Dlugossii Annales seu Cronicae incliti Regni Poloniae, lib. I–XII (Varsaviae–Cracoviae: 

Państwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, Polska Akademia Umiejętności, 1964–2005). Further: Annals, 
book number, year, page. Any translations into English were done by me, since there is no complete 
English translation of the Annals. 
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and political elite of medieval Poland in the second half of the fifteenth century.16 
Most of all, however, he wrote a vast chronicle, the Annals, consisting of approxi-
mately 4,500 pages in its modern edition.17

Despite its title, the Annals are not simply brief descriptions of events assigned 
to each year. They feature a narration about the history of Poland from its legend-
ary beginnings up to 1480, when Długosz died. It is traditionally assumed that he 
began writing the Annals in 1455, after his master Zbigniew Oleśnicki died, and 
that he continued to write, expand and improve his masterpiece until a few months 
before his own death.18 Some of the descriptions are very detailed and contain 
many emotional depictions. Like numerous other medieval penmen, Długosz used 
extensively chronicles and others writings on similar topics written before in order 
to compose his own work. However, Długosz was rarely simply rewriting what was 
written before, rather he tended to add details known from different sources, from 
oral tradition or from his own knowledge of the world.19 The scope of this paper 
is to focus on connections between emotions and physical health in the narration 
of Jan Długosz based on a number of cases from the Annals.

One of the vital plots of Długosz’ narration is the murder of the bishop of 
Cracow Stanislaus of Szczepanów by king Bolesław II Generous. Even though 
it happened in the eleventh century, which was already the distant past from 
Długosz’ perspective, it was – in his view – a pivotal moment in Polish history and 
he built the whole historiographical concept around the person of Stanislaus (who 
then became a catholic saint).20 There are several different versions of events that 
occurred between the king and the bishop in Polish historiography and Długosz 
certainly was not the first person to write about their relations.21 In the version 
presented by Długosz, Bolesław personally murdered Stanislaus when the latter 

16  Piotr Węcowski, “Jan Długosz: Life and Work” in The First/The Oldest in the Collections of 
the National Library, ed. Miłosz Sosnowski (Warszawa: Biblioteka Narodowa, 2019), 64–69; Maria 
Koczerska, “Długosz jako sekretarz Zbigniewa Oleśnickiego” in Jan Długosz w pięćsetną rocznicę 
śmierci: materiały z sesji (Sandomierz 24–25 maja 1980 r.), ed. Feliks Kiryk (Olsztyn: Stacja Naukowa 
Polskiego Towarzystwa Historycznego [Instytut Mazurski] w Olsztynie, 1983), 53–63; Krzysztof Ożóg, 
“Kontakty personalne i instytucjonalne Jana Długosza z krakowskim środowiskiem uniwersyteckim. 
Uwagi o stanie i perspektywach badań,” Studia Źródłoznawcze 55 (2017): 163–172. 

17  The newest edition as well as some manuscripts of the Annals are available online: https://
tiny.pl/dl1pt, accessed on 11 March 2023.

18  Węcowski, “Jan Długosz,” 64–69.
19  Maria Koczerska, “Mentalność Jana Długosza w świetle jego twórczości,” Studia Źródłoznaw‑

cze 15 (1970): 110–111; Tadeusz Nowakowski, “Poglądy Jana Długosza na dzieje w świetle amplifikacji 
w jego Rocznikach” in Jan Długosz – 600‑lecie urodzin. Region – Polska – Europa w jego twórczości, 
eds. Jan Maciejewski et al. (Toruń–Bydgoszcz: Towarzystwo Naukowe w Toruniu, 2016), 99–110. 

20  Adam Talarowski, “Dzieje w rękach Opatrzności. Elementy historiozofii Jana Długosza i jej 
uwarunkowania,” Roczniki Historyczne 84 (2018): 205; Hanna Rajfura, “Warsztat pisarski Jana Dłu-
gosza w świetle Żywotu św. Stanisława,” Studia Źródłoznawcze 56 (2018): 34.

21  Marian Plezia, Dookoła sprawy św. Stanisława. Studium źródłoznawcze (Bydgoszcz: Wydaw-
nictwo “Homini,” 1999), 75–82, 105–112; Rajfura, “Warsztat pisarski”: 35. 
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was saying mass.22 The king lost the respect of his barons and became an object of 
hate. Knowing that the prosperity of his rule came to an end, he decided to seek 
refuge in Hungary. At first he was greeted with honours, but the rumors of him 
being a murderer and refugee undermined his mandate in the eyes of the Hun-
garians. Hence, Bolesław decided to go to Carinthia to work as a servant, hiding 
his social status in order to redeem himself. He descended into madness, which 
Długosz calls amencia, and was suffering for a long time – “cruciatus et moles-
tias demencia,” as Długosz puts it,23 which can also be translated as madness or 
insanity but also severe mental or physical pain.24 Finally he died, mauled by dogs 
in the woods of Pannonia.25 

Are cruciatus, demencia and amencia the same thing under different names? 
Długosz provides very little context to these notions in the Annals. Yet he pro-
vides a much more detailed description of the king’s mental state in The Life 
of Saint Stanislaus. He claims that the king Bolesław was unable to sleep, 
unable to calm down and was constantly in pain, which he demonstrated by his 
sighing and occasional harsh comments.26 While there are medieval authors 
according to whom the lack of sleep was the symptom of melancholy, there was 
not one precise definition of mental disorders in medieval medicine.27 Hence, 
it is highly probable that it was at least partly what he meant when writing about 
demencia and amencia. They likely mean the same thing in the light of Długosz’ 
style, as the author frequently uses different words with similar meaning next 
to one another (enumeration).28 One could speculate that demencia and amen‑
cia are to be read literally as losing one’s mind (in other European languages 
there are very similar expressions such as hors de son sons in French, perdere 
la ragione in Italian, or stracić rozum in Polish); however that is hardly precise. 
Amencia is also a biblical reference to name the kind of madness with which God 
may punish people,29 while demencia is understood in biblical interpretations as 

22  Annales, III, 1079, 135; Jan Długosz, “Vita Sanctissimi Stanislai cracoviensis episcopi” in Joan‑
nis Dlugossii senioris canonici cracoviensis Opera, eds. Ignacy Polkowski, Żegota Pauli (Cracoviae: 
“Czas” Fr. Kulczycki & Soc., 1887), 65–66.

23  Annales, III, 1080–1081, 142–143.
24  “Demencia” in Słownik łaciny średniowiecznej w Polsce, https://tiny.pl/dl1p9, accesssed 

on 28 January 2023.
25  Annales, III, 1081, 144.
26  Długosz, “Vita Sanctisssimi Stanislai,” 86. 
27  Timo Joutsivo, “How to Get a Melancholy Marquess to Sleep? Melancholy in Scholastic 

Medicine” in Mental (Dis)Order in Later Medieval Europe, eds. Sari Katajala‑Peltomaa, Susanna 
Niiranen (Leiden–Boston: Brill, 2014), 21–26.

28  Rajfura, “Warsztat pisarski”: 50; Danuta Turkowska, Etudies sur la langue et sue le style 
de Jean Długosz (Wrocław–Warszawa–Kraków–Gdańsk: Zakład Narodowy imienia Ossolińskich, 
Wydawnictwo Polskiej Akademii Nauk, 1973), 70–71. 

29  Aleksandra Pfau, Medieval Communities and the Mad. Narratives of Crime and Mental Ill‑
nesses in Late Medieval Europe (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2021), 63.
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a loss of human reasoning.30 In the present times, words such as “madness” or 
“insanity” are not the best ones to be used in the context of mental health issues; 
they perhaps do seem to be the proper translations for amencia and demencia.31 
Their meanings, however, remain blurry and probably an attempt to diagnose 
the condition ex post with a contemporary notion would bring more clarity, but 
it would also distance us from the historical point of view.32 In any case, Długosz 
suggests some kind of mental issues, probably connected with problems with 
the correct judgement of one’s situation and causing mental pain, which is sug-
gested by the word cruciatus.33 

As mentioned earlier, Długosz was not the first to describe the case of the con-
flict between the king and the bishop of Kraków; however, he was the first to pres-
ent the mental state of the king in such detail and in some aspects he is very original 
in comparison to his predecessors. Długosz certainly used Gesta Principum Polo‑
norum by Gallus Anonymus written in the first quarter of the twelfth century,34 
Chronica Polonorum by Master Vincentius written at the end of the twelfth 
century,35 and the Vita Sancti Stanislai Cracoviensis Episcopi, the so‑called vita 
maior of Saint Stanislaus, written by Vincentius of Kielce in the second half of 
the thirteenth century36 as his sources. Gallus Anonymus does not provide any 
extensive description of the death of the king Bolesław the Generous, he just men-
tions that it happened after he had escaped to Hungary where despite being wel-
comed he did not treat the Hungarian king as his equal.37 A similar chain of events 
is presented by Master Vincentius, though with more details about the behaviour 
of the king in Hungary; however, according to his version, the king committed 
suicide after being affected by gloom (languor),38 so it is justified to assume that 

30  Ibidem, 73. 
31  Cf. ibidem, 49–50, 73.
32  Ibidem, 11. 
33  “Crucio” in Słownik łaciny, https://tiny.pl/dl1pw, accessed on 31 January 2023.
34  Marian Plezia, “Kronika Galla na tle historiografii XII w.” in Prace Akademii Umiejętności, 

wydział historyczno‑filozoficzny, series 2, 46 (71) (1947): 159–160; Przemysław Wiszewski, Domus 
Bolezlai. Values and social identity in dynastic traditions of medieval Poland (c. 966–1138) (Leiden–
Boston: Brill, 2010), 121–124.

35  Darius von Güttner‑Sporzyński, “Bishop Vincentius of Cracow and his Chronica Polonorum” 
in Writing History in Medieval Poland. Bishop Vincentius of Cracow and the Chronica Polonorum, 
ed. idem (Turnhout: Brepols, 2017), 1–4.

36  Średniowieczne żywoty i cuda patronów Polski, trans. Janina Pleziowa, ed. Marian Plezia 
(Warszawa: Instytut Wydawniczy Pax, 1987), 14–18; Plezia, Dookoła sprawy, 137–150; Maria Star-
nawska, Świętych życie po życiu. Relikwie w kulturze religijnej na ziemiach polskich w średniowieczu 
(Warszawa: Wydawnictwo DiG, 2008), 20–21.

37  Gallus Anonymus, Gesta Principum Polonorum/The Deeds of the Princes of the Poles, trans. 
Paul W. Knoll, Frank Schaer, pref. Thomas N. Bisson (Budapest–New York: Central European Uni-
versity Press, 2003), 96–99.

38  “Kronika Mistrza Wincentego” in Monumenta Poloniae Historica, Vol. 2, ed. August Bielowski 
(Warszawa: Państwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 1961), 296–299.
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he was the first to suggest problems with the king’s mental state after the murder 
and exile to Hungary of Saint Stanislaus. 

The version of the life of Saint Stanislaus from the thirteenth century in fact 
also provides very little information about the state of the king after he murdered 
the bishop. It says that at first the king was envious of the glory of the saint and was 
afraid but he also never realised the gravity of his deeds and because of the hate 
in Poland he had to seek refuge in Hungary, where after a short time he went mad 
(in amenciam cecidit) and killed himself, as Master Vincentius earlier claimed.39 
Thus, the general overview of the events is quite similar; however, it differs in a few 
significant details. The version provided by Długosz pays much more attention 
to the relation between emotions and their physical manifestations, as in his ver-
sion the king eventually comes to realise his mistakes, as opposed to the thirteenth 
century text, in which the king grows even more stubborn and refuses to admit his 
guilt; finally, according to Długosz, the king did not commit suicide. Killing oneself 
is a sin according to christianity, which both in the version of Master Vincentius 
and Vincentius of Kielce make the king an even worse person. Moreover, they 
allow a parallel with an ultimate traitor – Judas, who according to the Gospel of 
Matthew also committed suicide.40 

Yet Długosz paints a picture of the king as someone overwhelmed by guilt 
and the loss of his kingdom and position. At first, the king does not understand 
the severity of his crimes, but eventually tries to seek redemption, which – according 
to Długosz’ narrative – is not granted to him.41 This is the vision of part of the his-
tory of Poland presented by Długosz, according to which the murder of Saint 
Stanislaus was a crime for which Poles were being punished by the loss of the crown 
and an end of the Piasts’ royal rule.42 Even though the king is the obvious villain 
of this story, he also finally realises the gravity of his transgressions (as opposed 
to earlier versions). In comparison to his sources, Długosz made some significant 
changes if it comes to the description of the mental state of the king. He also uses 
richer and more diverse vocabulary. He uses the word amencia as does Vincentius 
of Kielce, but does not use languor as used by Master Vincentious. The transla-
tion of this term, similarly to other descriptions of mental states, remains unclear – 
it may mean weariness or weakness but also laziness or indifference or also gloom 
or melancholy.43 

39  Wincenty z Kielc, Vita Sancti Stanislai Cracoviensis Episcopi (vita maior), ed. Wojciech 
Kętrzyński in Monumenta Poloniae Historica, Vol. 4 (Lwów: Akademia Umiejętności w Krakowie, 
1884), 390–391; “Kronika Mistrza,” 299. 

40  Mt, 27, 3–5. Cf. Przemysław Pazik, “Opowieść o samobójstwie pewnego rycerza z 26 roz-
działu III księgi Kroniki Polskiej Mistrza Wincentego,” Rocznik Antropologii Historii 2 (2012): 2, 205.

41  Annales, III, 1081, 144; Długosz, “Vita Sanctisssimi Stanislai,” 86–88.
42  Rajfura, “Warsztat pisarski”: 34; Talarowski, “Dzieje w rękach Opatrzności,” 205. 
43  “Languor” in Alojzy Jougan, Słownik kościelny łacińsko‑polski (Poznań–Warszawa–Lublin: 

Księgarnia św. Wojciecha, 1958), 376.
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Długosz presents a more tragic, and at times maybe even sympathy‑worthy 
image of the king Bolesław. For him this is not merely a description of events but 
also a lesson to his readers since, in his view, good deeds should be rewarded and 
wrongdoing should be condemned, and one of the purposes of writing about his-
tory is to present positive and negative role models to the public.44 Thus, the moral 
of the story may be that the sense of guilt eventually catches up with everyone, 
and combined with lack of redemption, even despite attempts for it, may be fatal. 

This is not the only case in which a crime that had been committed had become 
too overwhelming for a figure described by Długosz. In the part of the Annals 
focusing on the legendary beginnings of Poland, we come across the story of Lech, 
one of the legendary rulers of the country, who had killed his brother in anger. 
Thus, he lost the Poles’ love and respect and was overcome with sadness (meror), 
and anxiety or worry (anxietas) until his death in disgrace.45 Even though Długosz 
does not point out specifically that the emotions of sadness and anxiety had led 
to Lech’s death, the two seem to be connected. The lesson seems to be simi-
lar to that in the case of Bolesław II Generous. Another similarity is the social 
condemnation that happens after committing a crime. Both Bolesław and Lech 
had lost the love of their subjects, which was one of the factors leading them 
to madness and sadness. Thus, Długosz presents rulers as social beings that very 
much need love and appreciation from their subjects and in fact sees kingship as 
an emotional relation. In both cases losing their position made the rulers realise 
the severity of their deeds, which was a kind of punishment in itself.

A very different approach can be observed when Długosz describes the situation 
of the wife of Bolesław II Generous, called Wyszeslawa in the Annals, although 
historians are not certain if that was her actual name.46 In 1089, Mieszko, the son 
of Bolesław and Wyszeslawa, died without any offspring at a young age despite his 
many virtues that are mentioned in the Annals. Długosz treats this as a punishment 
for his father’s crime.47 Next, Długosz describes extensive mourning after the death 
of Mieszko and claims that the young prince’s mother would cry so much dur-
ing the funeral that she was carried out of the church hardly breathing. Then, he 
claims, Wyszeslawa would not accept any attempts at comforting her and remained 
sad until the end of her life, and finally, overwhelmed with the deposition of her 
husband and the death of her son, she died.48 

Here Długosz again presents his own invention in regard to his sources. 
The death of Mieszko is also described by Gallus Anonymus, who stresses not 
only that Mieszko died because of the sins of his father but says that an enemy 

44  Koczerska, “Mentalność Jana Długosza”: 118–127.
45  Annales, I, 128–129.
46  Gallus Anonymus, Gesta Principum, 103. Cf. Grzegorz Pac, Women in the Piast Dynasty. A Com‑

parative Study of Piast Wives and Daughters (c. 965–c. 1144) (Leiden–Boston: Brill, 2022), 395–396.
47  Annales, IV, 1089, 164–166.
48  Ibidem, 165–166.
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of his father poisoned him. Mourning after the death of Mieszko is very intense 
in the Gallus Anonymus version as well, including the passage where his mother is 
described as “almost lifeless” during his funeral. Her further fate remains unknown 
to the reader of the Gallus chronicle.49 Master Vincentius on the other hand, only 
shortly mentioned the death of Mieszko, caused by a poison, without any emo-
tional description.50 

Presenting mourning and sadness so intense that it may lead to death is sig-
nificant. Długosz concentrated very much on Wyszeslawa’s emotions, present-
ing a certain emotional standard in thinking about mourning. A tragedy may 
be so overwhelming that one may die. Another thing worth mentioning here 
is a statement about the attempts made to comfort Wyszeslawa. Długosz thus 
acknowledges how people may have an impact on others’ emotions but, as in this 
case, all attempts to influence someone else’s feelings may be futile. Not being 
able to deal with sadness and refusing to be comforted proves fatal to Wyszeslawa. 

A similar case is presented with Bolesław III Wrymouth in Book four of 
the Annals under the year 1139 – according to Długosz he was in so much pain 
after the lost battle of Halicz that he refused to accept any comfort from his friends, 
became increasingly weaker, and eventually fell sick.51 He then refused to take any 
medications from the doctors and – as Długosz puts it – “[he was – K.S.] destroyed 
by anxiety and mental rather than physical distress.”52 In both cases Długosz pres-
ents emotions as something closely connected to physical health, even if in the case 
of Bolesław III Wrymouth the two are not one and the same. 

As an analogy there is a description of the death of the king of Bohemia Wence
slas of Luxembourg under the year 1419 in Book eleven. Długosz claims that 
because of constant failures he felt sick and died waiting for help, feeling great 
anxiety.53 This case is not as elaborate as the earlier example but is set in times 
much closer to the life of Długosz. In Book twelve there is presented another man, 
named Klemens, who has run away from Wrocław after being accused of heresy 
and died overwhelmed with anxiety felt both in the heart and in the spirit.54 Also, 
in 1477 died the duke of Cieszyn Przemysław, who – as Długosz put it – was 
exhausted more by sadness than with illness.55

Today we call mourning that never ends – melancholy. In the Middle Ages, 
however, this word had a slightly different meaning and referred to the imbalance 
of black bile described by the humoral theory. There were also theories connecting 

49  Gallus Anonymus, Gesta Principum, 100–104.
50  “Kronika Mistrza,” 299.
51  Annales, IV, 1139, 336–338. Even though Długosz wrote about king Bolesław III Wrymouth 

under 1139, the king in fact died in 1138.
52  Ibidem, 337: “[…] egritudine pocius animi et angore, quam corpoali extinctus […].”
53  Ibidem, 11/2, 1419, 105.
54  Ibidem, XII/3, 1463, 22–23.
55  Ibidem, 1477, 392.
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melancholy to demonic possession.56 Melancholy was described as a feeling of 
depression or gloom, and an inability to sleep, but was also connected to physi-
cal diseases. Galen’s humoral theory, although developed in ancient Greece, was 
widely spread in the Middle Ages. It shows belief in a tremendous intersection 
between emotions/feelings and physical health.57 Considering Długosz was a well
‑educated person, it is quite probable that he came across these theories while 
at university58 and his view on the relation between emotions and the body was 
derived from them. The problem is that these descriptions are few in proportion 
to the Annals as a whole, and are mostly located in the distant past from Długosz’ 
point of view. However, that is not to say that they are not significant. 

 Taking all this into account, what does it all tell us about the emotional life 
of the late medieval Polish elite? Rob Boddice claims that the way emotions are 
formally conceptualised has a great impact on how they are experienced, since 
the brain is a plastic organ very much prone to social change.59 Thus, medicine and 
later psychology indeed have power over emotional practices meant not only as 
something people feel but also as something people do.60 This approach attempts 
to go beyond the artificial division between the cultural vs. the natural, and fur-
thermore to create a narrative based on sources really close to the emotional expe-
rience of the past.61 Thus, one may ask, is it possible to literally die because of 
overwhelming sadness or grief? 

Turning to the contemporary, for instance psychological theories, is problematic 
when studying emotions of the past. On the one hand, very often posing diagnoses 
and giving names we know nowadays to past emotional issues does not necessarily 
bring us closer to actually understanding how people used to experience and per-
ceive emotions (and how this changed), which ultimately is in my view the scope 
of the history of emotions.62 On the other hand, it is always possible to find a theo-
retical inspiration in studies on contemporary emotions or a framework that is 
particularly useful when analysing specific cases. Thus, I would like to consider 
two analytical approaches that may help in going beyond the narrative construc-
tion built by Długosz.

56  Joutsivo, “How to Get a Melancholy,” 26–28. 
57  Ibidem, 29–30; Agnieszka Raubo, “Łatwo się wpada w gniew i ból, ale i łatwo powraca 

do wdzięczności. Afekty w świetle teorii czterech temperamentów w piśmiennictwie XVI stulecia” 
in Afekty, uczucia i emocje w różnych perspektywach, ed. Anita Magowska (Poznań: Uniwersytet 
Medyczny im Karola Marcinkowskiego w Poznaniu, 2016), 12–22.

58  Ożóg, “Kontakty personalne”: 163–172.
59  Rob Boddice, “The History of Emotions: Past, Present, Future,” Revista de Estudios Sociales 

62 (2017): 13–14.
60  Idem, “Medicine, science and psychology” in Sources for the History, 75.
61  Ibidem, 66.
62  Cf. Katie Barcley, Sharon Crozier‑de Rosa, Peter N. Stearns, “Introduction. A guide to sources 

for the history of emotions” in Sources for the History, 4–6. 
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The first concept that might be interesting in this context is psychosomatics. 
To put it simply, it is a field of study that explores the connections between physical 
illnesses and psychological factors that derive from everyday life as well as trau-
matic experiences.63 The long‑term surplus of cortisol that is popularly known as 
the stress hormone may cause significant changes in the body and affect health.64 
Some psychoanalysts interpret psychosomatic illnesses as a development of a physi-
cal illness that is supposed to be easier to carry and make sense of than mental 
pain.65 Studies on this concept, however, are very complex. There are whole books 
and journals devoted solely to this issue, so of course I do not attempt to either 
explain it in detail nor to prove or falsify any statements made by scholars study-
ing this field. Nevertheless, if we were to accept psychosomatics as an objective 
and a more or less universal mechanism, it is possible that Długosz observed and 
believed that indeed long‑term mental distress may be fatal. Thus he presented 
such emotions as an unresolved sense of guilt or extensive sadness as leading 
to the development of physical illnesses that may even lead to death and therefore 
he employed it in his narrative whenever he saw fit. 

Of course, Długosz did not know how exactly Bolesław II Generous or his 
wife felt, nor how they died. He partly used written sources, which were also writ-
ten long after their protagonists had died, and partly imagined what could have 
happened using the knowledge he had of the world contemporary to his life and 
then attributed emotions that he thought would be appropriate to his narration.66 
Gallus Anonymus, whose description of the death of Mieszko was probably used 
by Długosz when composing this fragment, as there are several common aspects, 
does not mention the eventual death of Mieszko’s mother and cause thereof.67 This 
investigation, thus, does not say much about their emotions but rather is a part of 
a narration about emotions and their role in the world as presented by Długosz 
and very likely shared partly at least by the milieu he was a part of. 

Secondarily, Susan Sontag, writing her work Illness as Metaphor strongly 
opposes viewing illness and health in a metaphorical, let alone moral perspective, 
even though she acknowledges that culture rarely escapes this pattern. She claims 
that people look for moral or metaphorical reasons for illness when they do not 

63  Giovanni A. Fava, Nicoletta Sonino, “Psychosomatic medicine,” The International Journal 
of Clinical Practice 64 (2010): 1155–1158.

64  Katarzyna Schier, “Niewidzialne, obce, złe – namysł nad relacją psychika–ciało w procesie 
psychoanalitycznym” in Ciało w psychoterapii: perspektywa psychoanalityczna (Sopot: Polskie To-
warzystwo Psychoterapii Psychoanalitycznej, 2018), 45–46. Cf. Bang Zheng, Roy Tal, Zhirong Yang, 
Lefkos Middleton, Chinedu Udeh‑Momoh, “Cortisol hypersecretion and the risk of Alzheimer’s 
disease: A systematic review and meta‑analysis,” Ageing Research Reviews 64 (2020): 1568–1569. 

65  Schier, “Niewidzialne, obce, złe,” 47.
66  Cf. Maria Koczerska, “O życiu dworskim, czyli list Jana Długosza do Zbigniewa Oleśnickiego 

z 5 lutego 1450 roku” in Memoria viva. Studia historyczne poświęcone pamięci Izabeli Skierskiej 
(1967–2014), eds. Anna Adamska et al. (Warszawa–Poznań: Instytut Historii PAN, 2015), 604–605.

67  Gallus Anonymus, Gesta Principum, 102–103. 
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know the physical reason for it. Sontag is strongly against both romanticising 
illness and viewing it as punishment of any sort.68 In this way of thinking Długosz 
attributed emotions to be the cause of illness or death because he simply did not 
have any other physical explanation. Sontag is not the only one to make this kind 
of argument – sociologist Angela Kennedy claims that diagnoses of psychologi-
cal causes of physical illnesses are often connected with moral rather than medical 
reasoning.69 This interpretation would be strengthened by the fact that most of 
such explanations are placed in the distant past from the perspective of Długosz. 
Only three of them are in Book twelve, which contains a year more or less con-
temporary to his life, and another two in Book eleven70. Długosz also pays much 
less attention to the complexity of the description of these kinds of events that are 
closer to him in time. In comparison, I found ten of these kinds of descriptions 
in his earlier Books.71 Additionally, the most descriptive passages are those about 
Bolesław II Generous and his wife, Wyszeslawa. Although the two perspectives 
discussed above are not necessarily contradictory, emotions seem to be strongly 
connected to morality in Długosz’ narrative: not only can the emotions be moral 
or immoral themselves (like anger in most situations, even though this matter is 
quite complicated in medieval culture)72 but also certain emotional states come 
from doing something morally good or wrong.

To sum up, there are a number of accounts in the Annals that show how an emo-
tional state can lead to illness or death. Emotions are certainly vital in Długosz’ 
world view, since he attributed them to people he writes about even if they lived 
in the distant past and he did not find descriptions of their emotions in earlier 
sources. What is more, Długosz believed that mental distress can lead to damage 
in the physical state. He showed significant initiative in developing descriptions of 
the mental state with connection to illness and death in comparison to his Polish 
sources that he was certainly using in composing his own masterpiece. 

The practical consequences of this issue, however, are difficult to deter-
mine. From one point of view, we could assume that it is a possible scenario, 
even if it did not apply exactly to the people Długosz was writing about since 
he did not know what they were feeling. On the other hand, it would simply 

68  Susan Sontag, Illness as Metaphor; and AIDS and Its Metaphors (New York: Doubleday, 
1990), 3–4, 102–103.

69  (Review:) Sarah Troke, “Authors of our own misfortune? The problems with psychogenic 
explanations for physical illnesses, by Angela Kennedy,” Disability & Society 32 (2017): 93. 

70  Annales, XI/1, 1410, p. 108; XI/2, 1419, p. 105; XII/1, 1439, p. 209; XII/3, 1462, pp. 22–23; XII/3, 
1477, p. 392.

71  Ibidem, I, pp. 128–129; II, 996, p. 214; II, 1005, p. 251; III, 1047, p. 58; III, 1080–1081, 
pp. 142–144; IV, 1089, pp. 164–166; IV, 1139, pp. 336–338; IV, 1231, p. 260; X/2, 1409, p. 31; X/2, 
1409, p. 32. 

72  Cf. Barbara H. Rosenwein, Anger. The Conflicted History of an Emotion (New Haven–Lon-
don: Yale University Press, 2020), 96–97.



Is it Possible to Die of Sadness… 147

suggest the lack of knowledge of physical causes of illnesses. I would argue that 
there is no simple answer to this dilemma. The history of emotions is rarely 
about saying if something happened or not but more about the cultural scripts 
employed in the narrative about emotions. Considering the initiative of Długosz 
in adding descriptions of the mental state of the protagonists, it was impor-
tant to him, and most probably to the milieu of which he was a part (the court 
of the king, the church of Kraków, the court of the bishop of Kraków?). Authors 
of earlier Polish sources were clearly less concerned with this issue. This could be 
connected both with the knowledge about humoral theory that presented a sig-
nificant impact of emotions on the physical state, however, observations about 
these kinds of events, where death was explained by emotional states in everyday 
life as also possible. It is of course difficult to establish to which degree the emo-
tional explanation of death or illness was believable to readers of Długosz but it is 
safe to assume that Długosz at least had to try to make sense of events in the way 
that was plausible to the potential recipients.73 

To a certain degree these are only theoretical assumptions, which also lead 
the path to further studies on the history of emotions, not only in the enormous 
body of works left by Długosz but in other writings from the epoch as well, espe-
cially considering that only a very small part of Polish medieval sources have been 
analysed from the point of view of emotions.74 This also shows how important 
the perspective and theoretical background of a historian is. Employing different 
concepts can lead to entirely different results despite being based on the same 
source material. Nevertheless, the ongoing scholarly debate about the role of emo-
tions in human life, that is still far from being conclusive, is certainly one that 
historians can benefit from but also, hopefully, contribute to.

SUMMARY
The article discusses the intersection between emotions and physical health 

in the narration of the “Annales seu cronicae incliti regni Poloniae” by Jan Długosz 
(1415–1480). The research is placed within the framework of the history of emotions, a field 

73  Gerd Althoff, “Du rire et des larmes: Pourquoi les émotions intéressent‑elles les médiévi-
stes?,” Écrire l’Histoire 2 (2008): 30. 

74  Examples: Agnieszka Kuś, “Między nienawiścią a miłością – namiętności w życiu pokolenia 
braci rodzonych i stryjecznych Władysława Jagiełły w ujęciu Jana Długosza” in Cor hominis: wiel‑
kie namiętności w dziejach źródłach i studiach nad przeszłością, eds. Stanisław Rosik, Przemysław 
Wiszewski (Wrocław: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Wrocławskiego, 2007); Agnieszka Bartoszewicz, 
“Świat uczuć w późnośredniowiecznych miastach polskich,”: 329–342; Julia Możdżeń, “Poczucie 
bezpieczeństwa w Gdańsku w świetle świadectw z przełomu XV i XVI wieku” in Emocje w życiu 
mieszkańców miast na przestrzeni dziejów, eds. Andrzej Buczyło, Julia Możdżeń, Alicja Murtynowska 
(Toruń: Towarzystwo Naukowe w Toruniu, 2015), 111–124; Kalina Słaboszowska, “Płacz i łzy w księ-
gach X–XII «Roczników» Jana Długosza,” Średniowiecze Polskie i Powszechne 14 (2022): 160–184. 
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aimed at determining how people in the past used to perceive and experience emotions. Its 
main scope is to find out how emotions can influence the body and health according 
to the medieval author. The descriptions of illnesses and deaths caused by the influence 
of emotions are analysed both from the point of view of the medieval medicine and 
approach to emotions as well as contemporary concepts of psychosomatics and Susan 
Sontag’s approach.


