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Know the investigations of researchers using genomic information to reconstruct the cause and 
transmission routes of the bubonic plague and the Black DeathResearchers using genomic 
information to trace the transmission routes in past epidemics of plague.(more) 

See all videos for this article 

Black Death, pandemic that ravaged Europe between 1347 and 1351, taking a proportionately greater  
toll of life than any other known epidemic or war up to that time. 

 
 
Yersinia pestis A microscopic image shows Yersinia pestis, the bacterium that causes plague. 

The Black Death is widely believed to have been the result of plague, caused by infection with 
the bacterium Yersinia pestis. Modern genetic analyses indicate that the strain of Y. pestis introduced 
during the Black Death is ancestral to all extant circulating Y. pestis strains known to cause disease in 
humans. Hence, the origin of modern plague epidemics lies in the medieval period. Other scientific 
evidence has indicated that the Black Death may have been viral in origin. 
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Cause and outbreak 

 

second pandemic of the Black Death in EuropeThe second pandemic of the Black Death in Europe 
(1347–51). 

Having originated in China and Inner Asia, the Black Death decimated the army of 
the Kipchak khan Janibeg while he was besieging the Genoese trading port of Kaffa (now Feodosiya) 
in Crimea (1347). With his forces disintegrating, Janibeg used trebuchets to catapult plague-infested 
corpses into the town in an effort to infect his enemies. From Kaffa, Genoese ships carried 
the epidemic westward to Mediterranean ports, whence it spread inland, affecting Sicily (1347); North 
Africa, mainland Italy, Spain, and France (1348); and Austria, Hungary, Switzerland, Germany, and 
the Low Countries (1349). A ship from Calais carried the plague to Melcombe Regis, Dorset, in August 
1348. It reached Bristol almost immediately and spread rapidly throughout the southwestern counties 
of England. London suffered most violently between February and May 1349, East 
Anglia and Yorkshire during that summer. The Black Death reached the extreme north of 
England, Scotland, Scandinavia, and the Baltic countries in 1350. 

 

Oriental rat fleaOriental rat flea (Xenopsylla cheopis), primary vector for the transmission of the 
bacterium Yersinia pestis between rats and humans.(more) 

There were recurrences of the plague in 1361–63, 1369–71, 1374–75, 1390, and 1400. Modern research 
has suggested that, over that period of time, plague was introduced into Europe multiple times, coming 
along trade routes in waves from Central Asia as a result of climate fluctuations that affected 
populations of rodents infested with plague-carrying fleas. 
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Black Death: diary 

Family diary (1340/1360) of Florentine merchant Pepo d'Antonio di Lando degli Albizzi, in which he 
recorded the deaths of relatives from the Black Death in 1348.(more) 

The rate of mortality from the Black Death varied from place to place: whereas some districts, such as 
the duchy of Milan, Flanders, and Béarn, seem to have escaped comparatively lightly, others, such 
as Tuscany, Aragon, Catalonia, and Languedoc, were very hard-hit. Towns, where the danger of 
contagion was greater, were more affected than the countryside, and within the towns the 
monastic communities provided the highest incidence of victims. Even the great and powerful, who 
were more capable of flight, were struck down: among royalty, Eleanor, queen of Peter IV of Aragon, and 
King Alfonso XI of Castile succumbed, and Joan, daughter of the English king Edward III, died at 
Bordeaux on the way to her wedding with Alfonso’s son. Canterbury lost two successive archbishops, 
John de Stratford and Thomas Bradwardine; Petrarch lost not only Laura, who inspired so many of his 
poems, but also his patron, Giovanni Cardinal Colonna. The papal court at Avignon was reduced by one-
fourth. Whole communities and families were sometimes annihilated. 

Adapted from: <https://www.britannica.com/event/Black-Death> 

 

TOP QUESTIONS 

▪ How many people died during the Black Death? 
▪ What caused the Black Death? 
▪ Where did the Black Death originate? 
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