
History at Nexus
The Black Death





1. A bacteria called 
Yersinia Pestis
caused the Black 
Death

2. Rat has 
infection

3. Fleas would suck the 
rat’s blood, giving it the 
deadly bacteria

4. The fleas would bite 
a human an infect them, 
killing the human.

5. The flea would then 
jump onto a new person 
and infect them.



Content Provenance/NOP

Context/Own Knowledge

Painting about the Black Death created 
around 1350.

• What can you see?

• What does it represent?

• What can you learn from the 
source?

• What facts does it tell you?

• What does it tell you about 
opinions at the time?

• When was the source made?

• Who made it?

• Would the person who wrote it have 
known? 

• Why was it made?

• What does this mean for how true 
(reliable) the source is?



Content Provenance/NOP

Context/Own Knowledge

• What is the source talking 
about? 

• What can you learn from the 
source?

• What facts does it tell you?

• What does it tell you about 
opinions at the time?

• When was the source made?

• Who made it?

• Would the person who wrote it have 
known? 

• Why was it made?

• What does this mean for how true 
(reliable) the source is?

If an ulcer appears... near the ear or the 
throat, take blood from the arm on that 
side, that is, from the vein between the 
thumb and the first finger... But if you 
have an ulcer in the groin, then open a 
vein in the foot between the big toe and 
its neighbour... At all events, 
bloodletting should be carried out when 
the plague first strikes.

Letter sent by a group of doctors from 
Oxford to the Lord Mayor of London (c. 
1350)



Content Provenance/NOP

Context/Own Knowledge

Dance of death, 1492

• What can you see?

• What does it represent?

• What can you learn from the 
source?

• What facts does it tell you?

• What does it tell you about 
opinions at the time?

• When was the source made?

• Who made it?

• Would the person who wrote it have 
known? 

• Why was it made?

• What does this mean for how true 
(reliable) the source is?



The Live Chicken
Some people believed 
that you could cure 
yourself of the Black 
Death using a live 
chicken. All you had to 
do was pluck its 
bottom and rub it 
(whilst alive) against 
your buboes until the 
chicken died. Only 
then would you be free 
of the disease.



Public Whipping
Some people believed that 
God sent the Black Death 
as a punishment for being 
bad. To show how sorry 
they were, some people 
walked around towns and in 
the countryside whipping 
themselves. Their whips 
often had bits of metal 
attached to cause 
maximum pain. These 
people were called the 
flagellants.  



Washing in Poo and Urine
One of the weirdest 
cures people thought 
worked was to wash 
yourself in poo and wee. 
In fact, some doctors 
even suggested you drink 
urine as it was thought 
to have healing 
properties. Healthy 
people would even sell 
their wee to make some 
cash. It could also be 
graded according to how 
‘good’ it was.  



Leeches
Because people in the 
Middle Ages didn’t know 
how out bodies work, 
they thought you could 
have too much blood and 
that it would make you ill. 
Because of this doctors 
suggested people with 
the Black Death covered 
themselves with blood 
sucking leeches to help 
out by removing some. 



Eating rotten treacle and crushed emeralds

One way people 
suggested you could be 
cured of the Black Death 
was by eating 10 year old 
treacle. The older it was, 
the more effective it 
was supposed to be. The 
very rich could try 
crushed emeralds too, 
which were thought to 
have healing properties 
as they were precious 
stones.  


