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The Bubonic “ Black Death” Plague 

Manifesting in Europe, the epidemic referred to as the Bubonic “ Black 

Death” Plague wiped out an estimated one to two-thirds of Europe’s 

population. It also affected some of the surrounding areas near Europe such 

as Ireland, Italy, Portugal, France and sections of Asia. The plague was 

bubonic due to the inflamed lymph nodes that appeared on its victims. There

are three main areas besides background information that will be touched 

on, those areas being: How did the plague impact the medical field, how did 

it affect the body, and lastly how does the plague affect how disease and 

illness are seen today. 

Firstly, some background on the plague. Beginning in the 14th-century 

medical practitioners and regular folk had no idea on how to combat this 

strange new plague. They tried numerous methods and practices, one of 

which being the popular “ Plague Doctor’ outfits. Although the original origin 

of the outfits and mask are disputed it can be said that the outfits consisted 

of a few parts: the mask itself, a cloak or protective garb, (usually made of 

leather) goggles or glasses to place over the eyes and a cane or prodding 

device with some carrying surgical tools. 

The masks were beak-shaped, looking like something out of a bad horror 

movie. They were designed in that fashion in order to in the front of the 

beak, stuff items such as spices, herbs, or other materials thought to “ 

cleanse” or “ filter” out the putrid air thought to be the transmitter of the 

plague. The cane/prodding device would be used to touch or examine 

patients from a safe distance away without being exposed to bodily fluids or 
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their “ bad air”. Speaking of which the actual doctors themselves most of the

time weren’t even doctors, most of the actual doctors left the town’s early on

to tend to royalty or parliament, safely surviving behind walls or gates. The 

plague doctors would be willing volunteers, lower grade physicians or even in

some cases barbers being paid to treat the town, most of which to extremely

little success. 

Now due to the inexperience of most of the doctors, strange rituals were 

performed thought to treat patients that ended up making infected areas 

and the body worsens and die. One of such is the practice of “ bloodletting”. 

Bloodletting is a practice of slitting open the veins or arteries on arms and 

legs of the patients because it was thought that they contained “ bad blood” 

and draining the patient of that blood would “ fix” them. It would be murder 

to do this in the present day, the absence of blood would lead to a cutoff of 

oxygen and nutrients traveling around the body resulting in a horribly slow 

death. Another practice performed was the use of priests who would pray 

and try to heal the sick of their ailments. This was also unfortunately 

unsuccessful, it often, “ effectively, served only to spread the infection.” (1) 

Knowing this, how did the plague impact the medical field? Well for starters 

the outfits worn were a decent idea. They represent the early rudimentary 

versions of hazmat suits. Thick leather cloaks with a mask could easily be 

seen a few years later as a similar rubber suit also with a mask, (and many 

more modern utilities). The practice of bloodletting has been completely 

discarded, as well as many, many others, such as, “ live chicken treatment” 

(2) which was the placement of chickens near a sick person’s boils or swollen
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lymph nodes, sometimes to peck or sometimes simply to “ suck” out the 

poison. 

The practice of containment of diseased or infected individuals is still around 

and in use today. The containment of infected in their homes or separate 

areas was used commonly, one example being in the city of Dubrovnik, 

Croatia where, “ In 1377, the Great Council passed a law establishing a 

trentino, or thirty-day isolation period . . . During the next 80 years, similar 

laws were introduced in Marseilles, Venice, Pisa, and Genoa . . . during this 

time the isolation period was extended from 30 days to 40 days, thus 

changing the name trentino to quarantino, a term derived from the Italian 

word quaranta, which means ‘ forty’” (3) In conclusion to the question the 

plague helped advance the medical field through improved medical devices, 

outfits, and procedures. 

Next, how did the plague affect the body? Firstly, there were many 

symptoms that caused the sick to be ailing. As previously touched on, 

swollen lymph nodes also known as “ buboes” were a big sign of the plague. 

It also affected the internal body, hemorrhages, muscle weakness, lesions, 

and vomiting were also all sure signs of the plague. Now when the plague 

doctors would examine the sick and the bodies of the sick there was a 

misconception of how the plague was transmitted. Referring back to the idea

of “ bad air” or “ Miasma” which was the belief that putrid or decaying 

bodies could transmit sickness or disease to a healthy host through the air. 

This belief was of course not the transmitter of the plague. The transmitters 

of the plague were fleas. Specifically, fleas containing the Yersinia pestis 
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bacteria. They would attach to rats living in homes, boats or harbors, making

them able to travel to such a wide array of countries and cities and how they

were able to break through quarantines designed to stop the plague. The 

rats would unknowingly carry the fleas right to a food source, humans. The 

fleas, “…continues to feed (infected with the bacteria), biting with increasing

frequency and agitation, and in an attempt to relieve the obstruction (of 

bacteria) the flea regurgitates the accumulated blood together with a mass 

of Yersinia pestis bacilli directly into the bloodstream of the host. (4) 

Lastly, how did all of this affect how disease and illness are seen today? In 

today’s age, there are many types of diseases, illnesses, and plagues, such 

as Ebola, Zika, and tuberculosis are some examples. It’s important to learn 

from past mistakes, without the steps taken in the 14th-century up to now, 

modern medicine wouldn’t have improved and proper techniques wouldn’t 

have been created to treat the sick and dying. Without the sacrifices of those

taken by the plague then there wouldn’t have been a treatment developed 

for it. In present day it has a much lower mortality rate now. In modern day 

the plague has experienced lots of popular use in modern media, being 

discussed in books, shows, podcasts, even in things such as children’s 

nursery rhymes, one being “ Ring Around the Rosie”, which actually refers to

the plagues symptoms of rashes, herbs and “ all fall down” being the death 

of the victims. 

In conclusion, the plague had numerous effects in past and present day. It 

impacted the medical field by creating and later forcing the improvement of 

medicines, practices, and treatments. It had numerous, horrible symptoms 

such as buboes, hemorrhaging and more. Lastly, it’s impacted how disease 
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and illness are seen today by influencing how they are handled through 

proper techniques and medicine, and by influencing modern media from 

books to nursery rhymes. 
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