
Document-Based Question: Black Death

Using the following documents as well as your knowledge of history, analyze 
the social effects of the Black Death outbreak that occurred in Europe between 
1347 and 1351.

Document 1

In the year 1349 there occurred the greatest epidemic that ever hap-
pened. Death went from one end of the earth to the other … This epi-
demic also came to Strasbourg … and it is estimated that about sixteen 
thousand people died.

In the matter of this plague the Jews throughout the world were 
reviled and accused in all lands of having caused it through the poison 
which they are said to have put into the water and the wells—that is 
what they were accused of—and for this reason the Jews were burnt 
all the way from the Mediterranean into Germany …

Jacob von Konigshofen, a Christian and the historian 
for the German town of Strasbourg, Cremation 

of the Strasbourg Jews, 1349.

Document 2

Table 7.1 Population loss (in millions) in Europe as a result of plague outbreaks between 1347 
and 1351

Region Population Loss

Belgium/Luxembourg 1.2

England/Wales 1.2

France 4.8

Holy Roman Empire 4.5

Ireland 0.2

Italy 3.0

Scotland 0.1

Spain 2.0

Note: Total population in Europe before the outbreak = 53.2 million

Source: Dunnigan and Nofi (1994).



Document 3

   Map Showing Towns Where Outbreaks Against the Jews Occurred Between 1348 and 1349.

Source: Wikimedia Commons.

Document 4

The Black Death hit the towns and cities disproportionately hard. Some 
rural areas … had such low populations and were so isolated that the 
plague made little progress. Larger cities were the worst off, as popu-
lation densities and close living quarters made disease transmission 
easier. Cities were also strikingly filthy, infested with lice, fleas, and 
rats, and subject to diseases related to malnutrition and poor hygiene 
… Many towns and villages lost almost all of their populations, and 
some eventually disappeared altogether. Larger towns declined dras-
tically, as their workforces and merchant classes either died or fled.

Walter S. Zapotoczny, The Political and Social Consequences of 
the Black Death, 2006.



Document 5

  Pieter Bruegel the Elder, The Triumph of Death, 1562.

Source: Wikipedia

Document 6

One citizen avoided another, and hardly any neighbor troubled about 
others, relatives never or hardly ever visited each other. Moreover, such 
terror was struck into the hearts of men and women by this calamity, 
that brother abandoned brother, and the uncle abandoned his nephew, 
and the sister her brother, and very often the wife her husband. What 
is even worse is nearly incredible is that fathers and mothers refused 
to see and tend to their children, as if they had not been theirs.

Giovanni Boccaccio, Italian author, The Decameron, 1351.


