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THE BLACK DEATH: PLAGUE IN MEDIEVAL EUROPE 
World History Lecture Notes 

 
 

In 1347, a fleet of ships carrying trade goods from the Black Sea region arrived at a port on the Mediterranean 

island of Sicily. Local officials were shocked to find that many of the sailors were dead, and those who still lived 

were covered with pus-filled black boils. These “death ships” were ordered to leave the port without unloading 

their cargo, but the most lethal cargo they brought from Asiatic trade routes had found its way onto the island. 

The plague outbreak in Sicily was the beginning of the disastrous pandemic known as the Black Death. In the 

period from 1346 to 1353, around 25 million Europeans (over 30 percent of the population) died from the plague.  
 

CAUSATION AND SPREAD OF THE BLACK DEATH 
 

Medieval Europeans had many of their own explanations for the Black Death (all rooted in their own worldview). 

Many believed it to be a punishment from God to remind Europeans to repent of their sins. Religious zealots, known 

as flagellants, whipped themselves to visibly show repentance and share in the sufferings of Christ. Another common 

belief was that the plague spread through bad air (miasma), prompting people to keep dried roses and herbs nearby 

to ward off foul odors believed to carry the pestilence. Still others thought that it was caused by evil spirits who, after 

successfully killing one victim, would move on to the next. 

 

“POISONING THE WELL” 
 

The Black Death led to outbreaks of antisemitic violence against Jews. Rumors 

circulated that Jews had poisoned the wells to spread the disease among Christians. 

In hundreds of localities across Europe, angry mobs burned Jews alive. Since Jews 

often functioned as moneylenders in the Middle Ages, the mobs had an ulterior 

motive for murdering them: the cancellation of their debts.  
 

Today, someone is said to “poison the well” when they spread negative information 

about a person to an unfamiliar audience (e.g., “Don’t take Richey’s class. He’s the 

worst teacher at this school!”). 

 

 
 

A depiction of Jews being burned in 

Antiquitates Flandriae (1349) 

 

The Black Plague was actually caused by the bacteria Yersinia pestis, which was transmitted to humans from fleas 

carried by rats and other rodents. In an age before flea-treatment chemicals, Medieval Europeans lived in close 

proximity to flea-bearing animals. The most common form of the plague, spread through flea bites, was the bubonic 

plague, which caused the lymph nodes to swell painfully into pus-filled black boils. Another form of plague, known 

as the pneumonic plague, presented flu-like symptoms (e.g., coughing, fever). While some people recovered from 

the bubonic plague, the pneumonic plague was always fatal before the advent of modern medicine. 
 

IMPACTS OF THE BLACK DEATH 
 

The sudden disappearance of a third of Europe’s population had far-reaching social 

consequences. Since the labor supply was drastically reduced, laborers demanded 

higher wages. It became more difficult to keep peasants on the manor as serfs, 

undermining the feudal system. Demands for higher wages sometimes created 

conflicts between peasants and elites, such as Wat Tyler’s Rebellion, a peasant 

revolt that swept through England in 1381. Despite occasional upheavals, life 

generally improved for the lower classes due to higher wages and lower land prices. 
 

Although sporadic outbreaks of the plague continued in European cities until the 

seventeenth century (and even later in Africa and Asia), the plague never swept 

through the whole world at once the way it did from 1346-1353. Evidence suggests 

that many who survived the plague developed resistance to it, and plague strains 

may have also grown weaker over time. In today’s world, the plague is rare and can 

be treated with antibiotics (as long as it’s diagnosed early enough). 

THE DECAMERON 
 

In the midst of the suffering 

caused by the Black Death, 

some people chose to laugh. As 

the plague tore through Italy, 

Boccaccio, an Italian author, 

wrote his classic frame story, 

The Decameron, featuring ten 

young people seeking shelter 

from the plague in a country 

villa outside of Florence. Over 

ten nights, the companions tell 

ten stories each (100 total), 

many filled with satirical jests 

and bawdy humor highlighting 

the vices of Catholic clergy and 

the wealthy. 
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