
History Bridging Work – The People’s Health 

 

Did people’s response to the Plague change Between the Middle Ages and the 
Early Modern Period (1500 to 1750)?  

In the Middle Ages a terrible disease called the Black Death struck Europe. The 
worse outbreak was in 1348 which killed about a third of the population. 
People didn’t really know what caused it. Many thought it was a punishment 
from God while others blamed bad air, the position of the planets, the 
humours of the body being out of balance. You can see a list of what people 
tried to do about in the column called Medieval Responses below. 

The disease returned many times and when it returned in the 1660s (the Early 
Modern Period) it was called the Plague –but was the same disease and they 
still did not really know what caused it. There is a list of what they tried to do 
about it below under Early Modern Reactions. 

Your task is to see if anything had improved between the two periods. 

Use the information below to help you do the essay which follows in as much 
detail as you can. Your teacher will collect this work on the first lesson back in 
September. Good Luck. 

Medieval Responses Early Modern Reactions 
People were frightened of the Black death 
because of the horrible symptoms 

People were still frightened of the 
symptoms 

People were scared because they didn’t 
know what caused the Black Death 

People were still scared because they still 
didn’t know what caused the Black Death 

People were scared because of the number 
of deaths 

People were still scared because of the 
number of deaths. 

People were scared because they had not 
seen anything like it before 

No- people had seen the plague many 
times – it returned about every 20 years. 

The government’s response was limited 
(they didn’t try to do much) 

The government did try to stop the plague 
spreading eg Queen Elizabeth passed 
plague orders and Parliament passed a 
Plague Act in 1604. These gave orders to 
town councils to try to stop the disease 
spreading. 

No attempt to restrict movement of people Attempts were made to stop people 
moving. 

No plague hospitals Still no plague hospitals but there were 
pesthouses where the infected could be 
isolated. 



No easy way to spread information about 
the disease 

The printing press meant that Plague orders 
could be sent all over the country. 

Special prayers said in church The same 
Town councils tried to clean the streets. The same happened 
People were afraid to go out. Yes – the same> Pubs and theatres were 

deserted. 
More people went to church. Yes –the same 
Priests encouraged people to walk barefoot 
through the streets whipping themselves to 
say sorry for their sins. 

No – this did not happen any more because 
the church was not as strong. 

Sick people were thrown out of home. Yes – sometimes sick servants were thrown 
out. 

Rich people moved to the countryside. Yes, this was the same. 
No remedies worked The same – there were still no remedies. 
People thought miasma (bad air) was 
responsible. 

Same – this is why doctors wore beaks full 
of herbs to keep away the bad air 

 

TASK: Was there any improvement in the way people responded to the Plague between 
the Middle Ages and the early modern period? 

Plan – aim for at least one page 

Introduction: Give a direct answer to the question 

Write about the main continuities ( responses that show there was no improvement) 

Write about the main improvements. 

Conclusion: Again, directly answer the question and say why you think this. 

 

Tips 

You need to describe at least two examples of each side. 

You could refer to your exercise book for more information eg details about what the Plague 
Orders said. 


