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DEPTH STUDY 6: EXPANDING CONTACTS

TOPIC 6b
The Black Death in Asia, 
Europe and Africa

6b.1 Overview
Numerous videos and interactivities are embedded just where you need them, at the point of learning, in 
your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. They will help you to learn the concepts covered in this topic.

6b.1.1 Introduction
The Black Death was one of the worst pandemics in human history. It arrived suddenly in the mid fourteenth 
century, proved itself to be a disease that doctors could neither understand nor treat and so claimed as many 
as 25 million lives.

The Black Death was the plague, carried on fleas in the plentiful supplies of black rats that infested carts 
and cargo ships journeying via transport routes, rivers and ports to villages and towns across western Asia, 
north Africa and Europe.

In many ways, the Black Death was a turning point in world history. Nothing could be the same again.  
It changed work, social and power relationships. It created opportunities for those who survived to gain 
new freedoms, rebuild their societies in different ways and improve their quality of life.

LEARNING SEQUENCE
 6b.1 Overview 388
 6b.2 Before the Black Death 389
 6b.3 Medical knowledge and treatments 395
 6b.4 What was the Black Death? 400
 6b.5 The spread of the Black Death 405
 6b.6 The Black Death: impact 407
 6b.7 Responses to the Black Death 411
 6b.8 Asia and Africa 413
 6b.9 Effects of the Black Death 417
 6b.10 Review 419

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
In this topic students will investigate:

• Living conditions and religious beliefs in the 14th century, including life expectancy, medical knowledge and 
beliefs about the power of God 6b.2, 6b.3

• The role of expanding trade between Europe and Asia in the Black Death, including the origin and spread of 
the disease 6b.5, 6b.8

• The causes and symptoms of the Black Death and the responses of different groups in society to the 
spread of the disease, such as the flagellants and monasteries 6b.4, 6b.7, 6b.8

• The effects of the Black Death on Asian, European and African populations, and conflicting theories about 
the impact of the plague 6b.6, 6b.8

• Other immediate and long-term effects of the Black Death, including labour shortages, peasant uprisings, 
the weakening of feudal structures, and increased social mobility 6b.6, 6b.8, 6b.9
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6b.2 Before the Black Death
6b.2.1 Human settlement
The Black Death (1347–1352) occurred in the mid fourteenth century during the Middle Ages or medieval 
times — the period from c.500 CE to c.1500 CE.

To understand its impact, it helps to know something about what life was like before it happened.
By the 1300s, humans were living in different ways — influenced by differing climatic zones, levels 

of technology and social and political organisations — across almost the entire world. The world 
population — over 235 million — was steadily increasing and so were the numbers and powers of different 
states, kingdoms and empires across Europe, Asia, Africa and the Americas.

As more people domesticated animals and settled in farming communities, less land was available for 
people who continued to live by foraging (moving from place to place looking for food) or as pastoral nomads 
(rearing animals that they moved from place to place in search of food and fresh pasture).

People were beginning to give up their beliefs  in local gods and support those of major religions, such 
as Christianity and Islam, whose influence spread over large areas. Improvements in farming techniques, 
seed and soil quality made it possible to extract more produce  from each hectare of land and, as a result, 
for rulers  to demand more tax  revenue.

Photo showing black rats, which carried the fleas that infected humans with the Black Death

Starter questions
1. Look at the photograph in SOURCE 1. People looking at this would generally have a negative response. What 

would their thoughts be about the sight of the rats, the area where they live, the risks they might pose to 
people and how people would feel walking through an area that looked like this?

2. Name three diseases that rats carry.
3. Find out three different ways rats can transfer disease to humans.
4. What do you think would be the consequences today if we suffered from a pandemic that killed one-third of 

the world’s population?

Watch this eLesson: The Black Death - a 14th century plague

 RESOURCES — ONLINE ONLY
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Europe
Many Europeans lived in strictly organised agricultural communities, within societies that divided them 
economically, socially and in terms of power and influence. They produced a surplus of food, freeing some 
people to engage in specialist trades beyond the countryside.

Rulers governed through feudalism — a system for organising society and land use. Under feudalism, 
people gained land in return for duties and responsibilities that they owed to people who were higher up the 
social scale than they were (see SOURCE 1 in section 4b.3).

Feudalism restricted and controlled the way people lived. For example, 90 per cent of people were 
peasants; their feudal duties included working someone else’s land, as well as their own, and paying the 
lord or knight who controlled them a share of the annual crop. Some people were able to buy their freedom 
or run away to towns to seek new work opportunities.

European societies had towns and cities, laws, technology and increasing levels of knowledge and were 
inventing things that improved the efficiency of people’s work. They valued art and architecture and, through 
a shared cultural and religious tradition and standardised systems of currency, weights and measures, were 
connected by ideas and experiences that went beyond national borders.

Trade of everyday items connected people within their local areas; trade of luxury goods connected 
merchants and, indirectly, their customers, with regions long distances away. Trade networks enabled the 
spread of different belief systems and scientific and technological ideas.

Christianity
By the 1100s, the Christian religion, in the form of Catholicism, was the most powerful and influential reli-
gion in western Europe. The Catholic Church was wealthy, very influential in government and controlled 
about one-third of Europe’s land.

Church customs, rules and regulations helped create order and stability, and provided guidelines for how 
people should behave in everyday life. They had simple beliefs: those who followed God’s teachings would 
go to heaven and those who did not would go to hell. Christians in eastern Europe supported Christianity in 
the form of the Orthodox Church.

Roles within the Church
The Pope was the head of the Catholic Church and God’s representative on earth. Kings wanted the Pope 
to approve their decisions.

Usually the Pope lived in Rome, but for most of the 1300s, popes lived in Avignon, France. Here, they 
came increasingly under the influence of the French kings.

Cardinals, then archbishops and 
bishops were next in the Church 
hierarchy. Then came abbots and 
abbesses, and lastly priests and friars, 
who had most contact with ordinary 
people. Although poorly educated, they 
influenced what people believed through 
the stories they told to explain the Bible 
and the religious pictures and statues 
that decorated the village church.

People relied on the information the 
priests gave them because few people 
had the opportunities to read, write or 
learn about these things for themselves. 
They expected their religious leaders to 
protect them, to help explain the world 
around them and to be there to administer 
the last rites when they were dying.

SOURCE 1 Photo showing the Palace of Popes in Avignon, France, 
as it exists today
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  SOURCE 2  Image from c.1410, showing Pope Gregory leading a procession to pray for an end to the plague 
that hit Rome in the sixth century  
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Africa and Asia
Within Africa and Asia, pastoral nomads became highly successful warriors. They attacked and conquered 
urban and farming settlements and went on to establish two huge empires — one Islamic and one Mongol — 
incorporating their newly gained territories.

The spread of Islam
Mohammed, the founder of Islam, was born in Mecca, Arabia, in 570 CE. In c.622 he became a religious 
leader and taught people to believe in one god, Allah, and to follow the teachings that he said Allah had 
revealed to him, as the last of God’s prophets. He preached that Allah would judge people according to how 
they had lived their lives.

Islam soon became the main religion in Arabia. Muslim scholars, traders and travellers brought knowledge 
of Islam beyond Arabia into southern Europe, Africa and Asia. In the seventh and eighth centuries, 
Muslim tribal armies gained control of large areas of land in North Africa, Spain and western, central and  
south-eastern Asia. The Muslim world — areas ruled by Muslim leaders and in which Islam was the main 
religion — stretched from its historic heartland in Arabia throughout western Asia to the Indus River in the 
east, west to north Africa and to Spain in Europe.

The economy of the Muslim world focused not on farming and land-holding communities, but on 
merchants establishing a vast trading network that extended throughout the Mediterranean Sea, into the 
Indian Ocean, and east to China. Its cities, including Al Kahira (Cairo), Damascus and Baghdad, were 
important centres of Islamic knowledge, architecture, culture and the exchange of ideas.

Islam was a religious and cultural force providing stability and a sense of a shared identity that  
united people across the Muslim world. The use of Arabic in Islam’s holy book, the Qur’an, also  
strengthened links between Islam’s supporters. Throughout the Muslim world, Muslims and non-Muslims 
generally lived together peacefully and Muslim governments tolerated people who followed a different 
religion.

SOURCE 3 Photo of the Al Azhar University and mosque, established c.972, in central Cairo
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The Mongols
In central Asia, in the early thirteenth century, Turkic and Mongol pastoral nomads united under the Mongol 
leader Temujin (Genghis Khan). Over the next two hundred years, Mongol warriors conquered civilisations 
and territory that ultimately extended from eastern Asia to eastern Europe and into north Africa, India and 
South-East Asia. In c.1279, the Mongol empire covered as much as 24 million square kilometres of land 
divided into four territories (khanates) each led by its own ruler (khan).

The Mongols developed a reputation for cruelty and ruthlessness. They slaughtered the populations of any 
city that opposed them and often destroyed cities and the cultural artefacts within them. Historians speak 
positively of some aspects of Mongol rule. People gained promotion according to their abilities, not just 
because of their position in society. The Mongols tolerated different religious beliefs and often converted to 
Islam. They encouraged communication across their vast territories. Caravans along the Silk Road transported 
ceramics, silks, spices and teas, as well as knowledge, ideas and inventions. China and India became big 
manufacturing centres with luxury products for export as far away as East Africa and northern Europe.

The Mongol empire weakened as Genghis Khan’s grandsons fought one another for power. One grandson, 
Kublai Khan, established China’s Yuan dynasty and became the first non-Chinese emperor to control all of 
China. By the time of his death in 1294, the empire’s four khanates were declining in power.

6b.2.2 Medieval hygiene
People in the medieval world had different personal hygiene habits than we do today. Peasants had baths 
only once or twice a year. Wealthy people, with servants to heat and carry water from the kitchen stove to 
the bathtub, could bathe more frequently. The wealthy could also afford the public sweating rooms found in 
large cities. These rooms had separate bathing areas for men and women, and provided steam baths or, for 
a higher price, a wooden bathtub of water.

The medieval world was an environment in which diseases could thrive. There were no local councils 
to set rules and regulations about town planning and hygiene. There were no garbage collections or sew-
erage systems either; people threw rubbish and human waste into the streets. During heavy rains, mud and 
filth flowed through rivers and creeks, which were also the source of drinking water. Rats were a common 
problem and people frequently found fleas in their clothes and bedding.

6b.2.3 Climate change
From c.950–1250, a long period of warm weather helped provide better conditions for farming, and new 
areas suitable for settlement and crop growing. This, along with new farming techniques, meant land could 
feed more people.

From early 1314 onwards, European winters became colder and brought with them heavy rains that 
caused harvests to fail and so led to famine that continued until about 1322. This was the ‘little ice age’; 
the worst of that time was the years 1315–17, during which the Great Famine killed around 10 per cent of 
people in north-west Europe.

In many areas of Europe, the Black Death arrived in communities whose older members were already  
in poor physical condition from years of malnutrition. Workers in poor physical condition could not pro-
duce as much food and so their living standards fell. They had low immunity and little strength to fight off 
infection.

SOURCE 4 An extract from King Edward III’s letter to the mayor of London in 1349, complaining about the 
conditions of the city’s streets

… the streets and lanes through which people had to pass were foul with human faeces and the air of the city 
was poisoned to the great danger of men passing, especially in this time of infectious disease.
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The Ciompi Revolt in
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The Decameron

1349
Mob murders 2000
Jews in Strasbourg

The Ordinance
of Labourers,

attempting to keep
wages at pre-plague

levels, is passed in
England

1346
Mongols using
‘germ warfare’

defeat the Genoese
by catapulting the

bodies of plagueinfected
soldiers over

the walls of the city
of Kaffa (?)

1315–17
Great Famine in

Europe

1381
The Peasants’ Revolt

1320s–1330s
Plague breaks
out in China (?)

1361
Edward III demands that
the mayor take action to
clean up London’s streets

1351
Plague begins
to recede

1350
King Alfonso of Castile
dies of the Black Death
during the siege of Castile

1347
Plague reaches
Messina
(Sicily),
Constantinople
and Baghdad in
western Asia,
and Cairo and
Alexandria in
North Africa

1380

SOURCE 5 Timeline showing key events related to the Black Death. Dates and events followed by the symbol 
(?) are those on which historians disagree.
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6b.3 Medical knowledge and treatments
6b.3.1 European medical knowledge
People in the Middle Ages lacked the medical knowledge needed to cope 
with the Black Death. This was because they didn’t understand either the 
nature and causes of infectious diseases or how the body worked to sus-
tain life.

After the fall of the Roman Empire in c.500 CE, Europeans lost much of 
the medical knowledge of the ancient world. There were not many trained 
doctors in Europe during the Middle Ages. For example, in Paris in 1274 
there were only eight doctors and about 40 people practising medicine 
without any official training.

Medical knowledge in the Christian world was basic and not very effec-
tive. Monks were the main people who practised medicine. They created 
medical texts and guidelines by copying:
 • what remained of the writings of ancient Greek and Roman doctors
 • illustrated books listing the value of particular plants in curing or 

relieving common medical problems
 • books on anatomy
 • apothecaries’ (chemists) remedies
 • instructions for how to carry out common medical and surgical 

procedures.
Doctors had very little knowledge about how the body worked and why 

people became ill. The Catholic Church discouraged the use of bodies 
for research, making it difficult for greater knowledge about medicine to 
develop. It taught people to look for cures through prayer and encouraged 
them to pray to particular saints to cure specific illnesses — for example, 
to pray to Saint Roch to cure the plague. It also taught that disease was 
often a way for God to punish people for their sins.

6b.2 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Within which period did the Black Death occur?
2. What was feudalism, and how did it affect people’s lives?
3. Identify three examples of the power of the Catholic Church.
4. How did the economy of the Muslim world differ from that of Europe?
5. List three features of the Mongol empire.
6. How did medieval hygiene standards differ from standards in Australia today?
7. How did the ‘little ice age’ and the Great Famine affect people’s health?

Develop source skills
8. What does SOURCE 2 indicate about people’s expectations of the Pope?
9. What does SOURCE 4 tell us about Edward III’s values? Of what would it provide evidence?

10. Use SOURCE 5 to identify things on which historians agree and disagree.

SOURCE 1 An anatomical 
diagram from De Arte 
Phiscali e de Cirugia by 
John Arderne, 1412
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 Some people believed ‘ miasma ’ — foul-smelling, poisonous air produced by materials left rotting on 
the ground — caused disease. They believed that the wind helped to spread this bad air and that people 
became diseased when they inhaled it or absorbed it through their skin. Others blamed bad luck or the 
position of the planets or stars. 

 The four humours 
 Many doctors also relied on the 
theory of the ‘four humours’ that 
the Greek physician Hippocrates 
(460–370 BCE) developed and 
on which the Greek doctor Galen 
(c.129–200 CE) expanded. This 
was the theory that disease resulted 
from an imbalance of four sub-
stances within the body. These were 
the four ‘humours’, each linked to 
a season: blood (spring), phlegm 
(winter), black bile (autumn) and 
yellow bile (summer). According 
to the theory, these had to be in bal-
ance for the person to be in good 
health. Someone with too much 
of one of these during the season 
associated with it could become 
unwell because the humours were 
imbalanced. The four humours 
were also thought to be associated 
with people’s mental states and it 
was believed that they determined 
someone’s personality.  

 Diagnoses 
 To diagnose problems, doctors 
commonly relied on their observation 
of the colour and appearance of the 
patient’s urine. They believed this 
would help them work out whether 
or not the patient’s humours were 
correctly balanced in order to stay 
healthy and what to do if they were 
not. People often made fun of doctors 
and their containers of urine and, 
during the plague years, when doctors 
appeared helpless, people often 
portrayed them as monkeys.  

 Belief in astrology also guided some 
doctors’ diagnoses, treatments and 
advice about the outcome of an illness. 
Some blamed illnesses on bad luck or 
the position of the planets or stars. 

  SOURCE 2  An illustration from a medieval manuscript depicting 
the temperaments that people associated with the four humours: 
sanguine, choleric, phlegmatic and melancholic  

  SOURCE 3  Image from a fourteenth-century stained glass window 
in York Minster, England. It shows a monkey concentrating on his 
examination of a fl ask of urine.  
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In 1348, when French King Philip VI asked the Medical Faculty of the University of Paris to report on 
the causes of the Black Death (see SOURCE 4 below), the faculty blamed it on an unusual meeting of the 
planets.

SOURCE 4 Historian Ole J. Benedictow explains what the University of Paris’ Medical Faculty concluded about 
the causes of the Black Death.

The Faculty reported that at 1 p.m. on 20 March 1345 there was a conjunction of Saturn, Jupiter and Mars 
in the House of Aquarius … the conjunction of Saturn and Jupiter gave rise to death and disaster, while the 
conjunction of Jupiter and Mars disseminated pestilence in the air … Jupiter was assumed to be warm and 
humid and to draw malignant vapours both from the ground and from water, while Mars was assumed to be 
hot and dry, and therefore had the capacity to kindle such malignant vapours into infective fire. Consequently, 
the rare conjunction … together presaged the most terrible epidemic disaster.

Ole J. Benedictow, The Black Death 1346–1353, Boydell Press, 2004, p. 4.

SOURCE 5 A twelfth-century opinion of doctors and their fees from John of Salisbury, a famous English scholar

Doctors have two favourite sayings, ‘Do not work where there is no money’ and ‘Get your fee while the patient 
is in pain’. Truly, they think it beneath them to help the poor if they cannot pay.

RETROFILE
Many remedies were very useful. For example, people sometimes covered wounds with mouldy bread. The real 
value of this was the penicillin that the mouldy bread could produce. Doctors often treated battle wounds with 
maggots. The maggots removed the dead tissue and so prevented the gangrene that could otherwise have 
developed.

Treatments
People looked to God to save them from diseases they did not know how to cure by any other means. 
People in our own time still express this idea when they say ‘bless you’ when someone sneezes.  
The Church relied more on praying for cures and caring for the ill than on encouraging doctors to study  
the causes of disease and search for cures.

Astrology played a role in treatments as well as in ideas about the causes of disease. Someone’s star 
sign was a guide to what treatments were not suited to them. For example, doctors advised against making 
incisions in:
 • the arms, hands or shoulders of a Gemini
 • the neck and throat of a Taurean
 • the belly of a Libran.

Until the 1500s, the Catholic Church discouraged people from using corpses for research into how the 
body worked and why people became ill.

People used leeches to suck the ‘bad’ blood from someone’s veins. They did not know about germs or 
how cleanliness, sanitation and sterilisation of medical equipment could prevent their spread.

Patients who underwent operations risked death both from infection passed on through unsterilised 
medical instruments and from the shock of the pain that had to be endured in a world without anaesthetics.

Despite their lack of accurate knowledge, doctors charged high fees, often because the ingredients  for their 
‘cures’ had to be imported from outside Europe. Ordinary people relied on the often helpful  herbal cures of 
the village ‘wise woman’, who learned from older generations and through her own observation.
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6b.3.2 Medicine in the Islamic world
The situation was different in the Islamic world, where, from the eighth to the eleventh century, Arab 
doctors’ knowledge and methods laid the foundations of modern medicine. They benefited from medical 
knowledge that scholars translated into Arabic from ancient Greek and Roman texts, as well as knowledge 
gained through contact with Byzantium (Istanbul), China, India and Persia (Iran). Most cities had large 
hospitals, known as bimaristans, that were both treatment and medical education centres. Treatment and 
medicines were free, and patients could benefit from an environment that included the soothing sounds of 
fountains and music and views of beautiful gardens.

SOURCE 6 Photo showing the garden of the restored Nur al-Din bimaristan in Damascus, Syria

Ibn Sina and al-Razi
Like their European counterparts, Arab doctors believed in the theory of the four humours. Their emphasis was 
different because they also looked at medicine from the viewpoint of investigating how to help people recover 
and maintain their health. The famous physicians al-Razi, or Rhazes, and Ibn Sina, or Avicenna, introduced ideas 
such as recording patients’ medical histories, demanding professional standards, quarantining people with infec-
tious diseases, and conducting trials to test theories and the effectiveness of medications.

Al-Razi (c.864–925)
Al-Razi believed in learning through observation and conducting medical experiments, rather than just 
relying on information passed down from others. He was the first person to accurately identify the symp-
toms that showed that smallpox was different from measles. He looked for proof that certain plants and 
drugs were as beneficial as people claimed. Al-Razi encouraged doctors to maintain high standards, to be 
willing to share their expertise with one another rather than acting as rivals, and to develop relationships of 
trust with their patients.

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS



TOPIC 6b The Black Death in Asia, Europe and Africa 399

c06bTheBlackDeathInAsiaEuropeAndAfrica.indd Page 399 16/07/17  7:01 PM

Ibn Sina (c.980–1037)
From the late 1100s until the early 1500s, Ibn Sina’s 14-volume The Canon of Medicine was a key text in 
European universities. The Canon describes a number of contagious diseases as well as the value of quar-
antine to stop diseases spreading. It also shows that, like al-Razi, Ibn Sina placed great emphasis on testing 
the value of drugs. He created guidelines to ensure that people would test them effectively. This included 
ensuring that:
 • nothing was mixed with the drug while it was being tested
 • the result could be repeated and was not just accidental
 • testing was done on humans, not animals, as it was humans they were aiming to treat.

However, poor translations from Arabic to Latin meant Europeans did not have the opportunity to fully 
learn about Ibn Sina’s methods and discoveries.

6b.3.3 Life expectancy
People in the medieval world had short life spans. Two out of every ten babies died in the first  
12 months of life. Many children died before they were five. People who reached the age of 20 would 
 probably live until they were 40. Wealthier people, who could afford trained doctors, might live up to 
10 years longer.

The average life expectancy for a man was 44 years of age. The average life expectancy for a woman 
was 30 years of age. Childbirth was a frequent cause of death among women. More women died in child-
birth than men did in war.

6b.3 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Create a mind map to identify the main features of medical knowledge in the fourteenth  

century.
2. What were some of the differences between medical care in the Christian and Islamic worlds?
3. Do some research to find out how life expectancy in the medieval era differed from life expectancy in 

Australia today.

Develop source skills
4. Compare SOURCE 1 with a modern diagram of a human body. Explain how this source could be  

useful for our understanding of medieval doctors’ knowledge of the body.
5. Do some research on the four temperaments and see if you can match these to the images shown in  

SOURCE 2.
6. What do you think was the purpose of SOURCE 3?
7. What impression does SOURCE 5 create of:

(a) doctors’ values and attitudes
(b) John of Salisbury’s attitudes regarding how doctors should behave?

6b.3.4 Skill builder: Empathetic understanding
Empathetic understanding is our ability to understand the past through the eyes and different viewpoints of the 
people of the time. In SOURCE 4, we see an example of how people came to certain conclusions because, in 
their time, the knowledge and understanding of the causes of disease were very different to ours today. What 
ideas about the causes of disease led the Medical Faculty of the University of Paris to the conclusions outlined 
in SOURCE 4?
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6b.4 What was the Black Death?
6b.4.1 Source of the plague
In 1894, Swiss microbiologist Alexandre Yersin identified the plague bacterium Yersinia pestis. Further 
research by French scientist Paul-Louis Simond showed that the fleas that carried these bacteria spread 
their infection when they bit the black rats on which they lived. When fleas no longer had enough rats 
to feed on, they moved on to humans. This knowledge, combined with medieval descriptions of its 
symptoms and evidence from a late-nineteeth-century plague outbreak in China, led experts to con-
clude that the Black Death had most probably been infection by Yersinia pestis in the form known as 
bubonic plague.

Fleas carrying Yersinia pestis infected humans. People most often described victims having some of the 
following symptoms:
 • large (1–10 centimetres long), very painful, itchy blue-black tumours called buboes in the groin and 

armpits
 • pus and horrible smells coming from buboes
 • coughing up blood
 • fever
 • nausea and vomiting.

Most victims died within one to eight days of the appearance of symptoms.

1. Diseased �eas bit and infected
 their rat hosts, which then
    infected other �eas that bit them.

2. Infected �eas moved 
 from dead rats to 
 other rats and humans.4. Infected �eas moved on

 from their dead hosts to
 new victims and the
 cycle continued.

3. People bitten by infected �eas
 would get the plague.

SOURCE 1 Diagram showing the link between 
rats and the plague, which Paul-Louis Simond 
established in 1898 following the discovery of the 
bacterium Yersinia pestis, which fleas carried from 
rats to humans
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6b.4.2 Skill builder: Drawing conclusions about the reliability and 
usefulness of sources
The fact that someone lived through the time or event he or she is describing does not mean that the person’s 
account is completely accurate. We have to use our knowledge to help us decide whether this is so. SOURCE 2 
provides a vivid description of the Black Death in Florence in 1348. The author was not in Florence at the time 
the plague struck — his description was influenced by writings from ancient times; and as a writer of fiction, 
he may have exaggerated or wanted to horrify the reader. Use the source, its annotations and the additional 
information in this unit to judge the reliability of Boccaccio’s description of the symptoms of the Black Death, 
and also to evaluate its usefulness.

SOURCE 2 Florentine writer Giovanni Boccaccio’s description of the 
symptoms of the Black Death in Florence, from the introduction to The 
Decameron, a work of fiction he wrote c.1350–1353

… in men and women alike it [the Black Death] first betrayed itself by the 
emergence of certain tumours in the groin or the armpits, some of which 
grew as large as a common apple, others as an egg, some more, some 
less, which the common folk called gavocciolo. From the two said parts 
of the body this deadly gavocciolo soon began to propagate and spread 
itself in all directions indifferently; after which the form of the malady began 
to change, black spots or livid making their appearance in many cases 
on the arm or the thigh or elsewhere, now few and large, now minute 
and numerous. And as the gavocciolo had been and still was an infallible 
token [failproof sign] of approaching death, such also were these spots on 
whomsoever they showed themselves.

How might the date affect the accuracy of 
this account?

Boccaccio identifies three stages of the plague — 
how accurate is this?

Stage 1.  
How accurate is 
this description?

Stage 2

Stage 3.  
What form of plague is 
Boccaccio describing 
here?

How accurate is this 
claim? (Hint: What 
percentage of people 
was likely to die from 
the gavocciolo?)

6b.4.3 Symptoms and debate
In recent years, historians and medical experts have also questioned and investigated whether the bubonic 
plague was the only disease contributing to the huge loss of life during the Black Death.

The reason for this is that people at the time do not seem to have always been describing the same 
symptoms. For  example, not all victims had buboes. Some descriptions and images of the Black Death 
talked about people having problems breathing or having spots all over their bodies. Also, death rates were 
higher than those you would expect for the bubonic plague.
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Other forms of plague
Over time, historians and medical experts have 
generally come to agree that infection caused by  
Yersinia pestis also appears in two other forms:
1. septicaemic, where plague bacteria infect the 

bloodstream. This can occur as a later stage of the 
disease or as the result of a flea biting into a vein 
and passing quickly into the bloodstream, where 
it multiplies even before there is time for the 
victim to develop buboes. Its main symptoms are 
high fever and purple skin patches. This form of 
plague kills nearly 100 per cent of its sufferers.

2. pneumonic, where plague bacteria infect the 
lungs, causing pneumonia. The victim’s main 
symptoms are fever, a cough and coughing up 
blood, which could infect others. The person 
probably dies within 24 hours before there is time for buboes to develop.
These variations help to explain the plague’s high death rates and the additional symptoms that people 

described.
Other reasons for thinking that the Black Death was something other than bubonic plague were:

 • it was too cold in northern Europe for fleas to survive
 • the rat population was too small to infect so much of the population
 • the Black Death spread faster than bubonic plague would have done
 • other diseases have symptoms similar to those that plague victims suffered.

In the fourteenth century, Europe had a large population of black rats. Investigations have found their 
skeletons at different locations throughout Europe. Rats and their fleas were common in warmer months 
and tended to recede in cold winter climates, so fleas would have survived in northern European summers. 
This was the pattern of the Black Death too. The Black Death spread quickly. Infected fleas on rats and in 
grain carried the disease to port cities and towns from where it spread inland along rivers and other well- 
established transport routes.

Anthrax?
In 1984, British zoologist Graham Twigg put forward 
the theory that some Black Death victims suffered 
from anthrax, a disease that comes from the bacte-
rium Bacillus anthracis. In 2001, historian Norman 
Cantor suggested that victims suffered from anthrax 
and other diseases as well.

Anthrax is not contagious. Humans can get anthrax 
only via direct contact:
 • through a cut in the skin that gives the person 

direct contact with anthrax bacteria on infected 
animal hides, wool or hair

 • through the intestines after eating meat infected 
with anthrax bacteria

 • through breathing anthrax bacteria  
in through the lungs (pulmonary anthrax).

SOURCE 3 A photo showing a buboe on a person 
affected by bubonic plague in the twenty-first 
century

SOURCE 4 Photo showing an anthrax ulcer, the 
result of coming into contact with anthrax through 
a cut in the skin
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 People who contracted it through the skin would have developed ulcers with black centres and possibly 
also developed swollen lymph glands. They would have had a reasonable chance of survival. Intestinal 
anthrax would have produced symptoms such as nausea, vomiting (especially of blood), loss of appetite, 
stomach pain and severe diarrhoea. Victims might have survived. People with pulmonary anthrax would 
have developed cold-like symptoms, then had severe diffi culties with breathing and usually died.  

 Current knowledge 
 In October 2010, the scientifi c journal  PloS Pathogen  published the fi ndings of a multinational team of 
genetic and other medical experts who had conducted a lengthy investigation into the nature and origin (see 
section 6b.5) of the Black Death. 

 Its method was to test the DNA of human skel-
etons in Black Death graves throughout Europe. It 
concluded that  Yersinia pestis  (not anthrax) was 
the cause of the pandemic. 

 6b.4.4 Treatments 
 Doctors and apothecaries could not cure the 
plague because they did not really understand the 
cause of it. They used treatments that they used 
for most other illnesses. Many doctors believed 
that all disease resulted from bad smells. They 
prescribed posies of herbs or pleasant-smelling 
crushed fl owers, which the patient would sniff by 
means of a nosebag.  

 Some doctors advised their patients to inhale the 
smells of human waste in the belief that one bad 
smell would counteract the effect of another. The 
most famous doctor in Europe, Guy de Chauliac, 
made the Pope sit in a smoke-fi lled room in the 
hope of avoiding the plague. 

  SOURCE 5  An illustration showing plague-infected 
monks receiving a bishop’s blessing, from James le 
Palmer’s  Omne bonum  c.1360–1375  

  6b.4.5 Skill builder: Asking questions to guide your research 
 The ‘W’ questions — What? Which? When? Where? Why? Who? (and how?) — help you to research 
information about a topic. Sometimes one of these becomes a key research topic — for example, ‘What 
was the Black Death?’. 

 In order to answer this main question, researchers also have to answer some sub-questions. Sub-questions 
are the unstated questions that are hidden within your main question. They are usually obvious once you start 
thinking about the topic. In this case, they include: 

•    What were the symptoms of the Black Death? 
•    What theories have other researchers put forward? 
•    What is their evidence? 
•    Which theory is best supported by the evidence?   

 Sub-questions don’t make your topic any bigger; they’re just the questions you need to answer to help you 
fully answer your main question. Identifying the  important  sub-questions can help you avoid wasting time 
researching things that are not needed to answer your main topic question. The ‘Research’ question in the 
Practise your historical skills  activity at the end of this topic will give you a chance to practise devising sub-
questions. 

  Doctors often used the popular medieval treatment of ‘bleeding’ the patient. They attached leeches to 
key veins, chosen according to guidance from astrology. Doctors also cut into the buboes to remove what 
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was thought to be the ‘bad’ blood within them, then covered the cuts with a herbal ointment. Nothing 
worked. Despite covering their noses with cloths soaked in vinegar while treating plague victims, many 
doctors died before their patients.  

  SOURCE 6  Seventeenth-century illustration of the costume invented c.1619 to protect doctors 
from the plague   

Cane used to
examine the patient
without touching
her/him

Covering made
from a heavy waxed
fabric

Eye holes made
of glass

‘Beak’ � lled with
pleasant-smelling
substances

 Some cities hired special plague doctors to attend to both the rich and poor who lived there and also to 
record the number of those who died as a result of the plague. As the plague recurred in later centuries, 
people became more organised in their methods of dealing with it.  

 6b.4 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note:  Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check knowledge and understanding 
1.    What were the symptoms of the different forms of plague?  
2.   Why did experts think that the Black Death might have been a different disease?  
3.   Identify the similarities between the symptoms of anthrax and those described by observers of the Black 

Death.  
4.   List the main treatments doctors offered in response to the Black Death.   

 Develop source skills 
5.    Use  SOURCE 1  and your own knowledge to explain the link between rats and the plague.  
6.   What features of buboes can you recognise in  SOURCE 3 ?  
7.   What similarity does the ulcer shown in  SOURCE 4  have to symptoms of the plague?  
8.   What symptoms of the plague does  SOURCE 5  illustrate?  
9.   What idea about the causes of disease does  SOURCE 6  show that people still believed in centuries later?   
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  6b.5  The spread of the Black Death 
 6b.5.1 Trade routes 
 At the time the Black Death broke out, trade routes linked businesses in key cities across Europe and into 
western Asia. Cities and towns with good access to water transport became important trading centres. 
Where possible, people also traded by riverboats along the European rivers. 

 People also did a lot of their trade by land, through mountain passes and over the relatively calm summer 
waters of the Mediterranean Sea. The  Silk Road  provided the network for the exchange of goods, inven-
tions and ideas between countries across Asia and into the Mediterranean. 

 These trade routes also provided the means of spreading the Black Death. 
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  SOURCE 1  Map showing the infection routes of the Black Death in Europe    

  6b.5.2 The traditional explanation 
 For many years, historians’ explanation of the spread of the Black Death went something like this:  

 The plague began in China between the 1320s and the mid 1330s. Traders brought it westward along the Silk 
Road. It infected Europeans partly as a result of the Mongol siege of the Black Sea port of Caffa in 1347. 

 Caffa was a trading port on the Black Sea. Merchants and sailors from the Italian town of Genoa controlled 
Caffa’s business and, when the Mongols attacked, the Genoese defended it. The Mongols used ‘germ warfare’, 
defeating the Genoese by catapulting the bodies of plague-infected soldiers over the city walls. 
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From the 1990s onwards, historians have been questioning whether there is good evidence for:
 • the Black Death having originated in China
 • the Black Death having spread from China along the Silk Road
 • Mongols having used germ warfare to infect the Genoese.

Chinese origins
Tana and Caffa, in the Golden Horde, were the first two areas for which historians have strong evidence 
of the plague’s existence. Some historians have said that the plague’s origin was likely to be somewhere 
close to where it was first discovered. Many have thought it likely that it got there from China. Others have 
argued that weak trade links between China and the world beyond in the early fourteenth century made this 
unlikely. For decades, there was insufficient evidence either way.

In October 2010, a multinational team of experts announced the results of their inquiry to work out:
 • the exact cause of the fourteenth-century plague
 • the routes by which it travelled.

They concluded that the Black Death originated in the Yunnan province of south-west China.

Genoan traders brought the plague with them and infected other towns and cities (including Constantinople) 
as they travelled home to Europe. Italian officials refused them entry into any Italian ports. The French, unaware 
of the danger, allowed the ships to berth at Marseilles.

Over the next four years, the plague spread inland throughout most of the cities, towns and villages of 
western Europe.

SOURCE 2 Gabriele de’ Mussi’s c.1348 description of the siege of Caffa

… the Tartars died as soon as the signs of disease appeared on their bodies: swellings in the armpit or groin 
caused by coagulating humours, followed by a putrid fever.

The dying Tartars, … realizing that they had no hope of escape, lost interest in the siege. But they ordered 
corpses to be placed in catapults and lobbed into the city in the hope that the intolerable stench would kill 
everyone inside … rotting corpses tainted the air and poisoned the water supply, and the stench was so 
overwhelming that hardly one in several thousand was in a position to flee … Moreover one infected man could 
carry the poison to others, and infect people and places with the disease by look alone …

The scale of the mortality and the form which it took persuaded those who lived, weeping and lamenting, 
through the bitter events of 1346 to 1348 — the Chinese, Indians, Persians, Medes, Kurds, Armenians, Cilicians, 
Georgians, Mesopotamians, Nubians, Ethiopians, Turks, Egyptians, Arabs, Saracens and Greeks (for almost all 
the East has been affected) — that the last judgement had come.

… among those who escaped … were a few sailors who had been infected with the poisonous disease. 
Some boats were bound for Genoa, others went to Venice and to other Christian areas … every city, every 
settlement, every place was poisoned by the contagious pestilence, and their inhabitants, both men and 
women, died suddenly … Thus death entered through the windows, and as cities and towns were depopulated 
their inhabitants mourned their dead neighbours.

From R. Horrox (ed.), The Black Death, Manchester University Press, Manchester, 1994, pp. 16–20.

The Silk Road?
By the early 1300s, there was a pattern of strong trade between China and Europe with trading centres 
along the Silk Road out from China. If the Black Death originated in China, this seemed an obvious way 
for it to spread.

Historian Ole J. Benedictow claims that, after the people of the Golden Horde adopted Islam in c.1313, 
there was less trade along the Silk Road because Muslim merchants didn’t want to trade with Christians. 
This would have made it very hard for the Black Death to spread from China to Caffa.
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Other historians argue that Mongol leaders had such good control over their empire that Europeans could 
still trade there safely and enjoy its benefits at least until the onset of the Black Death. Debate continues.

Germ warfare?
Gabriele de’ Mussi’s description (see SOURCE 2) is the main reason people think that the Mongols threw 
diseased bodies over the walls of Caffa to infect their Genoan enemies. If accurate, it would mean that they 
were using germ warfare to gain victory.

People had the weaponry to hurl bodies over walls (as long as they were not too ill to do so); but there is 
no proof that de’ Mussi actually saw this happening himself. Considering that the plague already existed in 
this area, it would probably have spread beyond it by means of trade routes anyway.

SOURCE 1 A comment from Louis Sanctus de Beeringen writing from Avignon (France) in 1348

[Sick] relatives were cared for not otherwise than dogs. They threw them their food and drink by the bed, and 
then they fled the household. Finally, when they died, strong rustics came from the mountains of Provence, 
miserable and poor and foul-tempered, who are called gavots. At least, in return for big pay, they carried the 
dead to burial. No relatives, no friends showed concern for what might be happening. No priest came to hear 
the confession of the dying, or to administer the sacraments to them. People cared only for their own health … 
It even happened that every day a dead rich man was carried to the grave with only a little light and by 
ruffians — none else followed the corpse but these.

Cited in David Herlihy, The Black Death and the Transformation  
of the West, Harvard, 1997, p. 62.

6b.5 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. What were main trade links that existed at the time the Black Death broke out?
2. Summarise the traditional explanation of where the Black Death originated and how it spread.
3. List three things historians have disagreed on regarding the Black Death.

Develop source skills
4. What are the advantages and disadvantages of SOURCE 2 as a source of information on the Black Death?
5. Identify five pieces of information SOURCE 1 provides about the spread of the Black Death.

6b.6 The Black Death: impact
6b.6.1 Living with the Black Death
The pandemic people called the ‘Black Death’ was one of the most disastrous events of medieval times. 
It killed somewhere between 75 and 100 million people worldwide, reducing the world’s population from 
450 million to 350–375 million people within 50 years. Its economic, social and cultural impact was huge. 
Worse still, it kept returning at frequent intervals until at least the 1700s in Europe and the 1900s in Asia.

The Black Death brought normal daily life to an end. It restricted people’s diet, travel and freedom of 
movement. People’s thoughts and activities became bound up with the disease, and the fears, suffering and 
hardship it created.

Death and burial
The dying often found there was no-one who would or could care for them. People boarded up the houses 
of plague victims and painted a red cross on them. No-one was allowed out until after the nightly corpse 
collection. Criminals or poor people were usually the only ones willing to earn money by doing this work.
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 6b.6.2 Population impact 
 The Black Death of c.1346–1353 caused an enor-
mous loss of population, including: 
 •    at least 75 million people across Asia, north 

Africa and Europe  
 •   approximately 25 million in China — two-

thirds of its population  
 •   between 25 and 30 million people in Europe 

(30–50 per cent of Europe’s population) in the 
four years from 1348 to 1351  

 •   approximately one-third of the population of 
western Asia.   
 Not all areas lost people at the same rate. In 

southern Europe, the death toll was as high as 

 Towns sometimes left bodies to rot in the streets or buried them so hastily that they were easy prey for 
hungry animals. As the plague reached its height in particular areas, corpse collectors could not keep up 
with the demands of their work. Coffi ns were in short supply and a shortage of gravediggers meant that 
there was no time to dig individual burial plots. Instead, mass graves became common. 

 Family members had to take their dead and throw them into mass communal burial pits, where they were 
buried in horizontal layers up to fi ve bodies deep. The top layer of bodies wasn’t far below ground level, so 
smells coming from them would have been awful.  

People �ed the
infected village in
the hope of �nding
safety elsewhere.

People raced to the food
wagon as food supplies
became scarce.

Arrest of a Jew
suspected of
poisoning the well

Priest attending
villagers

With no more spaces
in the cemetery, bodies
were thrown into a
communal burial pit.

Bodies had to be
buried quickly.

Arrest of thief
stealing from an
abandoned house

Those infected
were forced into
segregated huts
built outside the
village. Doctor trying to

comfort plague
sufferer

Fires were lit in
the streets to
purify the air.

Rats were prevalent;
ratcatchers were paid a
reward for each rat killed.

  SOURCE 2  A modern artist’s drawing depicting scenes from a town during the plague years 
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  SOURCE 3  A graph showing the effect of the Black 
Death on population growth in England  
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75 per cent of the population, whereas in Germany and England, it was around 20 per cent. Some areas and 
villages escaped the plague altogether.

The Black Death took the rich and influential as well as people who were poor and struggling. It killed 
King Alfonso of Castile, England’s King Edward III’s young daughter Joan and the son of the Byzantine 
emperor.

In many areas, it took up to 150 years for communities to regain the population levels they had had 
before the Black Death.

RETROFILE
It was not until the 1830s that people began referring to the fourteenth-century plague as the ‘Black Death’. 
This happened after German physician Justus Hecker wrote an essay called Der schwarze Tod im vierzehnten 
Jahrhundert (The Black Death in the fourteenth century). Hecker coined the name Der schwarze Tod (the Black 
Death) not because of the blackening of the skin that occurred in the final stages of the disease, but because of its 
effect on the human spirit.

RETROFILE
Some people say that the words and actions of the nursery rhyme Ring a Ring o’ Roses described the Black 
Death. However, the earliest evidence of the poem dates back only to 1790 and the words ‘atishoo, atishoo, all 
fall down’ seem to appear only in later versions of it.

6b.6.3 Economic impact
The Black Death resulted in huge economic losses as:
 • there was a huge shortage of workers
 • animals wandered fields with no-one to care for them
 • fields and crops lay abandoned
 • land value declined by as much as 50 per cent
 • there was a huge disruption of trade
 • tax earnings declined significantly, depriving kings and nobles of money.

SOURCE 4 An extract from the writings of French poet Guillaume de Machaut, describing the impact of the 
plague in France

For many have certainly
Heard it commonly said
How in one thousand three hundred and forty-nine
Out of one hundred there remained but nine.
Thus it happened that for lack of people
Many a splendid farm was left untilled,
No one plowed the fields
Bound the cereals and took in the grapes,
Some gave triple salary
But not for one denier was twenty [enough]
Since so many were dead …

Cited in David Herlihy, The Black Death and the Transformation of the West, Harvard, 1997, p. 41.

6b.6.4 Impact on attitudes
People’s interests and attitudes changed markedly as:
 • they lived in constant fear that they or their loved ones would die
 • their lives focused on survival
 • they resented those in authority who did not help them
 • they often didn’t see any point in keeping to the usual routines of work
 • the old rules and structures of society no longer seemed important.
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  SOURCE 5  Artist Pieter Brueghel the Elder’s c.1562 painting  The Triumph of Death . It shows that even 
200 years later people still feared that the Black Death would appear suddenly and take a large number of 
lives and destroy communities.  

  SOURCE 6  An extract from historian Ole J. Benedictow’s  The Black Death 1346–1353  

 … the arrival of the Black Death heralded a new historical period in which epidemic disease affected 
profoundly the structure and course of European society, from Norway to Spain, from England to Russia. Later 
research has shown that developments were quite similar in Arab countries in North Africa and the Middle East, 
and this appears also to be the case in Asia Minor and the Trans-Caucasian countries. This, then, is the reason 
the history of the Black Death is important: it made history. 

 6b.6 Activities 
 To answer questions online and to receive  immediate feedback  and  sample responses  for every question, 
go to your learnON title at  www.jacplus.com.au .  Note:  Question numbers may vary slightly. 

 Check knowledge and understanding 
1.    How did the Black Death affect daily life?  
2.   Create a mind map to identify the main features of the impact of the Black Death.  
3.   What types of work do you think would have most needed doing during the Black Death?   

 Develop source skills 
4.    Identify the values and attitudes of the writer in  SOURCE 1 .  
5.   Write fi ve to seven lines to judge the usefulness of  SOURCE 2  for its depiction of daily life during the Black 

Death.  
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  6b.7  Responses to the Black Death 
 6b.7.1 Escape 
 The wealthy tried to escape the plague by 
moving out of infected areas. In  The Decameron , 
c.1353, author Giovanni Boccaccio describes 
a fi ctitious example of seven women and three 
men who escape plague-ridden  Florence to go 
and live in a country villa. People who believed 
that the plague was God’s way of punishing 
them for their sins took pilgrimages to holy 
places.  

 6b.7.2 The  danse macabre  
 Throughout Europe, people also performed 
plays about the plague. One of these, the  danse 
macabre , aimed to show that the Black Death 
made everyone equal regardless of her or his 
wealth or infl uence in society. 

 Actors did this by dressing as skeletons 
and having each skeleton attached to other 
actors dressed as people from all classes of 
feudal society. Together they danced the  danse 
macabre  — the dance of death.  

  SOURCE 2  A section from the painting  Danse Macabre  by the German artist Bernt Notke (1435–1508/1509). 
The painting is now in St Nicholas’ Church in Tallinn, Estonia.  

6.   What images does Breughel include in  SOURCE 5  as evidence for the painting’s title?  
7.   List two or three things you can learn from  SOURCE 3  about how the Black Death affected population growth 

in England.  
8.   From  SOURCE 4 , identify: 

(a)    the year mentioned  
(b)   the number of dead  
(c)   two other problems the poet mentions.    

9.   What is the main point the author is making in  SOURCE 6 ?   

  SOURCE 1  Painting c.1485, depicting Boccaccio and 
his characters escaping the plague in Florence  

 6b.7.3 Monasteries and the clergy 
 In medieval times, monasteries played an important role in treating the sick. With the onset of the plague, 
there was a high death rate among monks that led to a severe shortage of clergy. 
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During the years of the Black Death, there was often neither the time nor the people to carry out the 
usual rituals followed with the dead and dying. About 40 per cent of priests died. Others ran away. There 
was no-one to hear someone’s final confession of their sins, and no-one to ring the death bell or conduct a 
proper religious service and funeral.

Anger against the Church’s failures led some people to support other groups that they thought were more 
effective.

6b.7.4 The flagellants
The flagellants were the most famous group hoping to please God and avoid the plague. They travelled 
from town to town for thirty-three and a third days (each day representing a year of Christ’s time on Earth). 
During their journey, they whipped themselves with strips of leather tipped with iron spikes. At times, they 
even claimed to have miraculously cured people. It is more likely that they were helping to spread the 
plague. The Pope eventually banned the movement and many flagellants were executed.

6b.7.5 Finding scapegoats
Fear, a sense of helplessness and sometimes religious fanaticism caused some people to turn against anyone 
with different religious beliefs and those who seemed in any way unusual. Jews, lepers and people thought 
to practise witchcraft were all potential victims of those wanting to blame others for a disease they could 
neither understand nor cure.

Jews
In some areas of Europe, communities believed rumours that Jews poisoned local wells so that they could 
cause a plague that would destroy the power of the Catholic Church. People:
 • attacked Jewish homes and property
 • forced Jews to leave towns and cities
 • arrested and tortured Jews to gain their ‘confessions’
 • rounded them up and massacred them.

SOURCE 3 An extract describing the treatment of Jews during the plague years

Led by the Flagellants, and supported by everybody who was in debt to the Jewish moneylenders, pogroms 
[organised killings] took place all over Europe, particularly in Germany. In Hamburg, the Jews’ houses were 
bricked up and the families inside were forced to climb into wine casks, which were nailed up and thrown in the 
river. The citizens of Basle locked Jews in a wooden building on an island in the river and burned them to death.

From John Clare, I Was There: Medieval Towns, Bodley Head, London, 1992.

By the early 1350s, there had been more than 300 massacres of Jews, usually in cases where local mobs 
took control away from local authorities. One of the worst of these occurred in Strasbourg in 1349, when a 
mob murdered 2000 Jews. Many of the Jews who escaped this treatment left western Europe and re-estab-
lished themselves in eastern Europe.

Other victims
People’s fears made lepers another easy target. People thought their skin disease was a sign that they were 
evil. They responded by killing lepers just as they had killed Jews.

In the Islamic world, some leaders interpreted the plague as Allah’s punishment for women’s sins. As a 
result, the sultan of Cairo denied women permission to leave their homes.
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6b.8 Asia and Africa
6b.8.1 Sources
Historians investigating the Black Death have used a 
wide range of sources. These include death and burial 
records, the remains of bodies in mass graves, sur-
vivors’ chronicles, court records, lists of guild and 
monastery membership, studies of particular villages, 
population surveys and information on the percentage 
of the population lost in specific areas, and paintings 
and poetry.

To date, the most easily available information on 
the Black Death is about European experiences — 
 especially those of people in England and some of the 
Italian cities such as Florence — where local authori-
ties kept good records.

We know very little about the Black Death in the 
world beyond Europe. The Black Death affected 
northern Africa and large areas of Asia. What we know 
about the Black Death in  these areas is patchy and 
incomplete. This is because:
 • there are insufficient sources for some areas
 • where there are detailed records (for example in 

China), no-one to date has fully investigated them

6b.7.6 Increased government controls
Governments tried, and largely failed, to control food supplies (made more difficult because of the shortage 
of labour) and the prices people paid for them. They did this by:
 • banning food exports
 • banning large-scale fishing
 • controlling grain prices
 • trying to prevent people selling food for huge profits.

SOURCE 1 A late eleventh-to early twelfth-
century painting from Persia (modern-day Iran) 
showing family members at the burial of a plague 
victim

6b.7 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Which of the different responses to the plague would you judge to be:

(a) helpful
(b) illogical
(c) of limited value?
Give reasons for your answers.

Develop source skills
2. Identify the responses to the plague that are shown in SOURCES 1 and 2.
3. Identify the evidence SOURCE 3 provides about:

(a) the treatment of Jews during the plague years
(b) the reasons people turned against them at this time.
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 •   historians have mainly focused their research on the Black Death in Europe  
 •   little of the research that has been done is available to people who speak only English and/or European 

languages.   
 Our knowledge of the Black Death in these areas is limited mainly to information about how and where 

the Black Death spread, and what historians have estimated to be the death tolls in these areas. 
 There is also some general information about the impact of the Black Death on people’s daily lives 

and on medical and religious responses; and there are occasionally examples of the Black Death’s impact 
within specifi c societies and their economies.  

 6b.8.2 Preconditions 
 People in many areas outside Europe experienced the same conditions that weakened Europeans’ resistance 
to the onset of the plague: wars that destroyed agriculture and created famine, and unhygienic surround-
ings. An important difference was that, although Europe had not experienced plague for nearly 600 years, 
in central Asia and parts of central-east Africa the bubonic plague was endemic, meaning that it occurred 
regularly, in local rat populations. At regular intervals until the 1900s, plague broke out among humans too, 
and spread through both Africa and Asia. 

 The situation in early thirteenth- and fourteenth-century China is a good example of the link between 
war and the severe impact of the plague. China experienced several epidemics and famines during the civil 
war of 1205 to 1353. Soldiers destroyed large areas of the countryside and, in so doing, the forests that 
rats relied on for their food sources. Starving rats headed for more populated areas and the plague-carrying 
fl eas that inhabited them moved onto humans. People already weakened by lack of food soon contracted 
the plague. By the 1330s, China’s population of 125 million people had decreased to 60 million. Historians 
estimate that at least 36 million of those who died were plague victims. 

 Spread of the Black Death 
 The Black Death spread along trade, travel and military routes to seaports, along land and river routes that 
linked key towns and cities, and into the countryside beyond them.  Mongol  armies, extending and main-
taining their control of huge areas of territory, and merchant caravans, trading along the Silk Road (see 
section 6b.5), were the most likely (and unintentional) plague carriers in and beyond China. 

 Genoese fl eeing Caffa in 1347 brought infection by ship to the Asian port of Constantinople. From there, 
other trading ships brought it to Alexandria in north Africa and from there further into western Asia. It 
travelled quickly — an average of 40 kilometres a day by ship and 0.5–2 kilometres a day by land — and 
before local authorities had time to do anything to try to avoid it. 

 When the plague came to Mecca in 1349, it was probably because pilgrims to Islam’s holy city had 
brought it with them. Its arrival in Yemen in 1351 was probably because the Yemenite king and his fol-
lowers brought it with them from Cairo, where he had been in prison. 

 Weather was another infl uence on the spread of the plague. Cool and cold weather could either slow or 
stop the spread of bubonic plague. By contrast, moderately warm weather encourages the fl ea population to 
increase; so areas of Asia and Africa that had warm weather throughout the year were likely to have been 
constantly threatened by the Black Death during the plague years. Areas that experienced cold weather 
were more likely to fi nd that winter gave them a break from the plague. 

 People’s customs and behaviour could also have played a role in the spread of the plague, and the increase 
in areas where there was a mix of bubonic and pneumonic plague. As  SOURCE 2  indicates, researchers 
found this to be true during the 1899–1913 plague in upper Egypt. 

 This is something that future investigators might look at in relation to the Black Death. People catching 
the plague in these ways would be catching the pneumonic plague, which spreads as a result of cross-in-
fection linked to healthy people coming into close contact with bubonic plague sufferers, who cough up 
droplets containing bubonic plague bacteria. 
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  SOURCE 3  Map showing the areas of north Africa and western Asia that were affected by the Black Death.  Note:  
Some people use the term  Middle East  to describe western Asia.    

 6b.8.3 Death tolls 
 Sources report that the Black Death had a similarly devastating impact outside Europe as it did within 
Europe. For example, reports for North Africa indicate that, in mid 1347, as many as 1000 people were 
dying each day in Alexandria and 7500 a day in Cairo. Plague recurred in Egypt on average eight to fi fteen 
times a century, from the time of the Black Death until c.1800. As a result, Egypt’s population of 4 million 
before the Black Death was still only 2.5 million people by the early nineteenth century.  

 Although some historians say that the death toll in western Asia might have been as ‘low’ as 33 per cent 
overall, its impact was still severe. In many areas, plague had returned regularly for centuries and continued 
to do so until the nineteenth century. In 1348, the Black Death killed 10  000 people in Gaza, 500 people a 
day in Aleppo and as much as 38 per cent of the population of Damascus. The plague struck Baghdad twice 
and at one stage resulted in the deaths of 500  000 people over a three-month period. 

 The Black Death had already caused a huge death toll in China in the 1320s and early 1330s, especially 
in Hubei province in 1334, where it may have killed 90 per cent of the population. It struck again in 1353–
54, and spread from Hubei throughout all of China’s provinces. 

  SOURCE 2  An extract from  A Report on Plague Investigations in Egypt  by G.F. Petrie, R.F. Todd, R. Skander and 
F. Hilmy, 1924, p. 143 

 In Egypt the ignorance of the people and their habit of clinging to traditional customs and prejudices encourage 
direct transference of the infection. The practice of crowding round and kissing the sick, the assemblage of 
men and women at funeral ceremonies, and the attempts that are made to conceal deaths and to evade the 
measures for controlling the disease, add greatly to the diffi culties of the Sanitary Administration. 
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  SOURCE 4  Arab historian Ibn Khaldun’s description of the Black Death, c.1348 

 Civilization both in the East and the West was visited by a destructive plague which devastated nations and 
caused populations to vanish. It swallowed up many of the good things of civilization and wiped them out. It 
overtook the dynasties at the time of their senility, when they had reached the limit of their duration. It lessened 
their power and curtailed their infl uence. It weakened their authority. Their situation approached the point of 
annihilation and dissolution. Civilization decreased with the decrease of mankind. Cities and buildings were 
laid waste, roads and way signs were obliterated, settlements and mansions became empty, and dynasties 
and tribes grew weak. The entire inhabited world changed. The East, it seems, was similarly visited, though in 
accordance with and in proportion to [the East’s more affl uent] civilization. 

  Cited in Robert Gottfried,  The Black Death , Free Press, New York, 1983, p. 41.  

  SOURCE 5  Ibn Khatima’s advice for avoiding the plague, c.1349 CE 

1.    Keep the air around you pure and sweet, scented with fragrances when possible. 
2.    Sleep in a room open to the north wind; avoid the south winds. 
3.    Keep your body quiet and calm, and do not breathe deeply. 
4.    Keep your mind and spirit calm; relax and read soothing texts, especially the Quran. 
5.    In your diet avoid eating old meat but eat black bread regularly. 
6.    Avoid drinking any wine, even if mixed with water as allowed by the shariah. 
7.    Regularly evacuate your bowels and avoid constipation.   

  Adapted from Michael Dols,  The Black Death in the Middle East , 
Princeton University Press, Princeton, 1977, pp. 101–5.  

Deepen and check your understanding of the topic with the following 
resources and auto-marked questions:

 �    Black Death   

  6b.8.4 Responses to the Black Death 
 You would expect that shortages of workers caused major problems for farming. One of the few reports of 
this is that the plague destroyed Egypt’s irrigation system, because workers and managers had either died 
or fl ed to other areas. 

 Muslim religious leaders, like their Christian counterparts, taught that the plague had come from God, 
but they did not see the plague as God’s punishment. They preached that the plague was an opportunity 
for good Muslims, saying that good Muslims should accept the plague as God’s will and that those who 
died of the plague would go to Paradise. They believed that God had chosen each victim and that there was 
therefore no point in trying to escape.  

 Despite the Muslim teaching that people should neither fl ee from nor enter a plague-infected area, people 
tried to protect themselves by running away from plague-stricken and highly populated areas. In 1348–49, 
people fl eeing the city of Antioch (near Antakya in modern Turkey) brought plague-carrying fl eas with 
them and so helped spread the plague further inland. 

 Some religious leaders in Mecca behaved in similar ways to Europeans and blamed the plague on those 
who didn’t share their religious beliefs — that is, the non-Muslims who were living there. 

 Doctors found it hard to see the Black Death as a blessing. Their training and observation made them 
believe that people were likely to become victims of the plague if they associated with plague victims. 
Physician Ibn Khatima advised people to balance their humours, avoid contaminated air and do what they 
could to try to avoid the plague (see  SOURCE 5 ).    
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6b.9 Effects of the Black Death
6b.9.1 Ongoing effects
The plague receded in the period c.1351–54, and returned at least once a decade for the next 150 years in 
Europe, and at regular intervals until the nineteenth century beyond Europe. Anyone who lived beyond the 
age of 25 was likely to experience the plague at least once.

People experienced the short-term effects of the plague in the suddenness of its onset, the loss of loved 
ones, the high death rates within their communities, the disruption to daily routines, and the fear and 
uncertainty that resulted from these.

In the long term, the Black Death dramatically changed the societies that it had attacked. It sped up 
social and economic change linked to the results of:
 • ongoing labour shortages
 • the decline of feudalism
 • increased bargaining power of workers
 • the weakened authority of the Catholic Church and of the nobility
 • peasant uprisings
 • opportunities for increased social mobility.

6b.9.2 Labour shortages
The Black Death created a huge shortage of labour. In some districts there were few labourers, or landlords 
left to look after the farms. The shortage of workers meant that survivors could bargain for better wages. 
The feudal economy was beginning to change. Workers gained the power to demand improvements to 
their wages and working conditions. Women benefited by having a wider choice of jobs available to them. 
Landowners and employers in towns had to offer a range of extras (bonus payments, free food, clothing) to 
attract and keep employees.

Workers gained an opportunity to improve their quality of life, and had the confidence to take action to 
insist on their rights.

6b.9.3 Social mobility and the decline of feudalism
Social mobility is the extent to which someone can improve her or his status in society, in terms of work, 
income and social position.

6b.8 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Explain why we know so little about the Black Death outside Europe.
2. What are the main types of information available about the Black Death in Asia, Africa and western Asia?
3. Given your answer to question 2, what types of information still need to be investigated?
4. Identify one factor that was different about the Black Death in areas outside Europe.

Develop source skills
5. Describe what is happening in SOURCE 1.
6. Use SOURCE 2 to identify three ways in which the plague might have spread.
7. Use SOURCE 3 to identify the cities affected by the Black Death in each of the following years: 1347, 1348 and 1349.
8. What evidence does SOURCE 4 provide to support the author’s view that ‘the entire inhabited world changed’?
9. Explain what SOURCE 5 reveals about Ibn Khatima’s point of view regarding the causes of the plague.
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The Black Death weakened the feudal lord’s control over the peasantry. In so doing, it freed peasants 
from their responsibilities under feudalism and provided opportunities for them to seek new forms of work, 
often in towns, and improve their way of life and living standards.

While this weakened the power of the upper classes, some governments introduced laws — for example, Eng-
lish King Edward III’s 1351 Statute of Labourers — to freeze wages and force peasants to continue to work in 
farming.

The nobility took action to try to retain its status. In eastern Europe, nobles introduced laws stating the 
types of clothing each class could or could not wear. The English government’s efforts to control wages 
were also an attempt to keep wealthy peasants from being able to purchase the goods that previously only 
the upper classes had been able to buy.

Overall, some workers improved both their social position and their income, and formed the basis  
of a new group in society — the middle class.

6b.9.4 Loss of Church power
People were already annoyed that the Popes living in Avignon had come under the influence of the French kings. 
They were even angrier that their Church leaders had not saved them from the plague and had not been able to do 
much to help their suffering. As a result, they were unwilling to support the Church or allow it to exercise the power 
over them that it had been used to doing. Many survivors developed a ‘live for the moment’ attitude that did not fit in 
with the rules and regulations the Church expected them to follow.

The Church played a smaller role in community life, as wealthy individuals and local groups began to 
take up some of the responsibilities that the clergy had once performed. For example, workers often banded 
together to provide burial benefits for one another.

The Church needed to recruit new people to join its religious orders. Some of these new recruits were 
poorly educated and, because of the severe shortage of clergy, they were accepted into the religious life 
before they had had time to fully understand its teachings.

Monasteries allowed boys to 
become monks at the age of 15 
instead of 20, and priests gained 
control of parishes at 20 instead 
of 25. Educated lay people could 
easily criticise and make fun of 
these young boys and men for 
their ignorance and inexperience. 
This made the Church look foolish 
and gave great power to educated 
lay people who were keen to set 
up churches of their own.

6b.9.5 Peasant and 
worker uprisings
The plague affected people’s atti-
tudes towards the wealthy and 
powerful. Poor people became 
angry when the rich abandoned 
the towns and manors to look 
after their own safety. People lost 
their respect for both the Church 
and doctors because neither could 
control the crisis.

SOURCE 1 Late fourteenth-century miniature showing King Richard II 
coming to meet men rebelling against unfair taxes and lack of freedom 
during the 1381 Peasants’ Revolt
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After the Black Death, workers’ expectations changed and they increasingly demanded recognition of 
their rights, especially in relation to taxes they felt were unfair, and improved wages and conditions. The 
value of farmland decreased at the same time as people of the lower classes took action to gain improved 
pay, living and working conditions.

When governments and wealthy members of society tried to keep up their earnings and lifestyles, at the 
expense of workers, people responded by taking action to fight for their rights — for example, the 1358 
Jacquerie rebellion in northern France and the 1378 Ciompi Revolt in Florence. In England, workers’ anger 
over these issues combined with other grievances, and eventually erupted in the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381.

6b.9.6 Improved hygiene and medical services
Over time, people learned to deal with the plague. Even though they didn’t understand its causes, they 
slowly became more organised in their struggles against it. By the fifteenth century, towns were beginning 
to establish health teams who could share knowledge and quarantine people who were infected. They also 
developed health regulations that gradually began to create more hygienic environments for people.

SOURCE 2 An extract from a letter from England’s King, Edward III, to the Mayor of London in 1361. The letter 
followed another outbreak of the plague and reveals Edward III’s demands that the mayor take action to clean 
up London’s streets.

Because of the killing of great beasts, from whose putrid blood running down the streets and the bowels cast 
in the Thames, the air in the city is very much corrupted and infected, hence abominable and most filthy stench 
proceeds, sickness and many other evils have happened to such as have abode in the said city … and great 
dangers are feared to fall out for the time to come, unless remedy be presently make against it. We, willing to 
prevent such dangers, ordain, by consent of the present Parliament, that all bulls, oxen, hogs and other gross 
creatures be killed at either Stratford or Knightsbridge.

From Ole J. Benedictow, The Black Death 1346–1353 (2004), p. 4.

6b.9 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, 
go to your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Check knowledge and understanding
1. Create a mind map summary of the effects of the Black Death, using words, symbols and/or images to 

record your information.
2. What do you think was the most important long-term effect of the Black Death? Give reasons for your 

answer.

Develop source skills
3. Do some research on the 1381 Peasants’ Revolt and then write five lines to explain more fully what 

SOURCE 1 is depicting.
4. What is the message of SOURCE 2?

6b.10 Review
6b.10.1 Review

KEY TERMS
Golden Horde the name for the vast areas of Muslimcontrolled land in the west of the Mongol empire
pandemic an epidemic of an infectious disease that spreads among humans over a large geographical area — 
for example, a continent — and affects a large proportion of the population
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6b.10 Activities
To answer questions online and to receive immediate feedback and sample responses for every question, go to 
your learnON title at www.jacplus.com.au. Note: Question numbers may vary slightly.

Go online to access additional end of topic resources such as interactivities and printable worksheets.

ONLINE ONLY

Practise your historical skills
Comprehension: Chronology, Terms And Concepts
1. Choose the letter that corresponds to the correct sequence of events.

(a)  Statute of Labourers / siege of Caffa / outbreak of plague in China / Black Death breaks out in 
Europe

(b)  siege of Caffa / Black Death breaks out in Europe / Statute of Labourers / outbreak of plague in 
China

(c)  outbreak of plague in China / siege of Caffa / Black Death breaks out in Europe / Statute of 
Labourers

(d)  Black Death breaks out in Europe / siege of Caffa / Statute of Labourers / outbreak of plague in 
China.

2. Match the following heads and tails to check your understanding of these historical terms.

Analysis and use of sources
3. Identify the origin of SOURCE 1 below.

Heads Tails

1. Bubonic plague a. Religious leaders

2. Pandemic b. A term for the plague of the mid fourteenth century

3. Clergy c. A disease characterised by blue/black tumours

4. Black Death d. An infectious disease that affects a large percentage of a 
population and spreads over a wide geographical area

5. Flagellants e. People who whipped themselves as penance for their sins

SOURCE 1 An extract from Joseph P. Byrne’s Daily Life during the Black Death, The Greenwood 
Press, Westport, 2006, p. 3

The very term ‘daily life’ implies some level of normalcy, of routine consistency, typicality, stability. 
But in plague time, this ‘daily life’ was suspended for virtually everyone. For some it meant 
abandoning everything and fleeing to a safe place, for others shutting themselves up in their own 
homes to wait the epidemic out. Special diets and medicines that promised good health replaced 
regular fare at the table, and travel restrictions — formal and informal, official and self-imposed — 
severely limited communication, and even simple shopping. In cities, schools let out, churches 
closed, shops were abandoned, neighbors moved, construction halted, and the streets were 
emptied of crowds and theatres of paying audiences. It was like some long, ghastly holiday.

Daily life, such as it had become, was balanced by daily death. Acquaintances disappeared and 
dreadful signs appeared on front doors, warning visitors away. The shouts of street vendors hawking 
their wares were replaced by the coarse calls of ‘Bring out the dead!’ Two-wheeled tumbrels piled 
high with corpses and the dying creaked along the streets in place of carts brimming with fresh 
groceries and other merchandise. Fires burned, not to cook food or warm bodies, but to incinerate 
victims’ belongings, punish criminals, or fumigate the supposedly ‘poisonous’ atmosphere.

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS

diacriTech
Highlight



TOPIC 6b The Black Death in Asia, Europe and Africa 421

c06bTheBlackDeathInAsiaEuropeAndAfrica.indd Page 421 16/07/17  4:08 PM

4.   Choose the correct ending for the following sentence. The author’s purpose in  SOURCE 1  could best be 
summarised as describing: 
   [a] the symptoms of the plague.  
  [b] daily activities during the plague years.  
  [c] the contrast between life before and during the plague years.  
  [d] the origins of the plague.    

5.   Use  SOURCE 1  to list two ways people used fi re to stop the spread of the plague.  
6.   Why does the writer of  SOURCE 1  describe the plague years as being ‘like some long, ghastly holiday’?  
7.   Identify the group shown in  SOURCE 2  and the information it provides about them.    

 Perspectives and interpretations 
8.    Identify the points of view, attitudes and values that Ibn al-Wardi conveys in  SOURCE 3 .    

 Empathetic understanding 
9.    Why did the Black Death infl uence the peasantry to demand better working conditions?   

  SOURCE 2  Miniature showing the fl agellants at Doornik (Tournai, Belgium) in 1349  

  SOURCE 3  An extract from a letter by Syrian writer Ibn al-Wardi in 1348, describing the situation in 
Aleppo where he died of the plague c.1349 

 If you see many biers and their carriers and hear in every quarter of Aleppo the announcements 
of death and cries, you run from them and refuse to stay with them. In Aleppo the profi ts of the 
undertakers have greatly increased. Oh God, do not profi t them. Those who sweat from carrying the 
coffi ns enjoy this plague-time. Oh God, do not let them sweat and enjoy this. They are happy and 
play. When they are called by a customer, they do not even go immediately. 

 The Grey [i.e. Aleppo] became blackened in my eyes because of the anxiety and deceit. The sons 
of the coffi ns [the undertakers] are themselves about to follow death. 

  Cited in Joseph P. Byrne,  Daily Life During the Black Death , 
Greenwood Press, Westport, Connecticut, 2006, p. 270.  UNCORRECTED P
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Research
10. Devise a question that a historian could use to guide an investigation of the Black Death in an area outside 

Europe. List three to five sub-questions that would need to be answered as part of this research.
11. List the different types of sources mentioned throughout this topic that provide information on the Black 

Death; for example, an extract from a book on this subject.
12. Identify five types of sources that could be useful in an investigation of the Black Death in Africa, Asia or 

Europe. Copy and complete the following table to summarise the relevance of each of your sources.

Explanation and communication
13. One historian of the Black Death (see section 6b.6) has written: ‘This … is the reason the history of the 

Black Death is important: it made history’. Copy and complete the table below to show three to five pieces 
of evidence that support this statement and the sources from which this evidence comes.

14. As a class, create a wall frieze entitled ‘The Black Death’. Work in groups of 3 to 5 students, with each 
group communicating information on one aspect of the topic.

15. Conduct research into other plagues that have occurred in the past. Communicate your findings in oral, 
visual or written form or via digital technologies. Focus on similarities to and differences from the Black 
Death.

Source How it is relevant

Evidence Sources of evidence

UNCORRECTED P
AGE P

ROOFS

diacriTech
Highlight




