
The Black Death (1347-1350)



How did it start?

The Black Death was a 

pandemic of bubonic 

plague that struck 

Europe and Asia in the 

mid-1300s. The plague 

arrived in Europe in 

October 1347, when 12 

ships from the Black Sea 

docked at the Sicilian 

port of Messina.
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Symptoms of the Plague
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The Facts
The disease was spread by fleas which lived on the black rat.  The fleas sucked 

the rat’s blood which contained the plague germs.  When the rat died the fleas 

jumped on to humans and passed on the disease.

Medieval people did not understand that plague was spread by rats and fleas. 

They thought that people’s bodies were poisoned. If the swellings were made to 

burst and the poison came out people thought they would survive.

What caused the disease to spread?

The Myth
Most people believed the plague was a punishment from 

God for their sins. Others believed that it was caused by 

drinking water from a poisoned well, and the Jews were 

blamed for this. Other held that it caused when breathing 

in bad smells or wearing pointed shoes!
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Some common medieval plague cures

 Treacle was a syrup made during the refining of 

sugar.

 The Vicary Method was rubbing the victim’s body 

with a chicken, named after Thomas Vicary, the 

English doctor who invented it.

 Bloodletting through leeches was a painless 

technique used as far back as 800 BC.

 Crushed emeralds was taken with water or food 

as a potion.

 Human excrement paste applied on the victim’s 

open wounds.

 Bathing in uninfected urine a few times a day.
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Glass eye

Mask gathered at the neck

Leather gloves

Leather hat

Beak stuffed with 

herbs and spices

Wooden stick to 

keep people away

Gown covered 

with wax worn 

over leather 

breeches

Full length leather 

boots

The costume worn 

by plague doctors
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Source: The citizens of Tournai, in France, bury their plague victims (miniature painting 

by Pierart dou Tielt c.1535).  The number of deaths was so high that plague victims were 

buried in mass graves. 
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The Flagellants, known as the ‘Brothers of the Cross’ held fanatic 

processions believing that they would free the world of the plague. 9



A manuscript painting showing Jews being burned alive. The Jews were blamed for 

causing and spreading the plague. 
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Why did the Black Death kill so many people?

 There were no medical knowledge 
about infectious diseases, so doctors 
did not know how to cure or prevent it.

 Towns were dirty because there was no 
sewers and rubbish collection, so 
germs thrived.

 People’s general health was weak due 
to lack of food after harvest failures.

 The plague spread via land and sea 
routes.

 People did not know that the disease 
was being spread by rats.
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How did the Black Death end?

The most popular 

theory is that the plague 

died out by means of 

self quarantine. 

Those who were 

uninfected remained 

locked in their homes 

and only went out    

when necessary.

Those who could 

afford left the densely 

populated towns and 

went to live in greater 

isolation. 12



What were the effects of the Black Death?

 The Catholic Church lost credibility: It could not save people from the 
plague; priests charged fees for last rites.

 The death toll was between 33 and 50% of Europe’s estimated population 
of 60 million.

 Population decline left whole villages empty and many fields were left 
uncultivated, resulting in food scarcity and famine.

 The Scapegoats were the Jews who were blamed for causing the plague 
with the result that they were massacred out of hatred and fear.

 The Survivors: Those who survived the plague often had a better life after 
the plague. There were fewer people available to work, so they could ask 
for higher wages and better treatment from their employers. 

 Feudalism: It also brought the end of the feudal system, giving peasants 
more freedom to leave their village and settle in the towns.
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A peasant revolt from an illuminated manuscript by Jean Froissart c. 1380

Peasant revolts became very common in Europe in the decades after the 

Black Death. 14



One such revolt 
famous in history is the 
Peasants’ Revolt of 
1381 in England. 

King Richard II had to 
leave his palace to 
meet Watt Tyler, the 
leader of the peasants, 
in a desperate effort to 
calm down that revolt.
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1. Use slide 2 to explain how the Black Death came and spread across Europe. (2)

2. Use slide 3 to mention  two symptoms that differed between bubonic and 
pneumonic plague. (2)

3. What was the difference between the myth and the facts about the spread of the 
Black Death. Use slide 5 to answer. (2)

4. Were medieval cures effective against the plague or were they more harmful? Use 
slide 6 to answer. (2)

5. Look at the source in slide 7. Why were plague doctors dressed in this way? (2)

6. Mention three effects on medieval everyday life caused by the Black Death. Use 
slides 8 to 10 to answer. (4)

7. Mention two reasons why the plague spread so quickly. Use slide 11 to answer. (2)

8. Why did some people survive the plague even though there was no effective 
cure? Use slide 12 to answer. (2)

9. How was the social status of peasants changed after the Black Death. Use slides 
13 to 15 to answer. (2)

(Total: 20 marks)
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