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The Black Death Book Review 

Philip Ziegler’s book The Black Death discusses varying aspects of the plague that swept 

through Europe in the fourteenth-century. The author approaches different aspects—social and 

economic impacts, reactions to the epidemic and even the cultural transformations that the Black 

Death left in its wake of indiscriminate destruction. Ziegler’s approach touches lightly on various 

schools of history as he provides demographics, personal accounts and discusses minorities and 

their role they played in a particular event or movement. 

 Ziegler draws on a large number of sources, including full studies, essays, articles, and 

writings contemporary to the fourteenth-century; some sources are very particular to the topic of 

the Black Death whereas others are more general or less connected to the plague specifically. 

Quotes on page fourteen illustrate Ziegler’s use of material that directly pertains to the Black 

Death, such as the writings that theorized the movement of the plague or descriptions of its 

havoc during its travels. On the other hand, Ziegler inserts unnecessary quotations like that of 

Petrarch’s writings from Virgil—they bear no relevance on the death rates, it seems as if Ziegler 

is attempting to impress the reader with his education in literature.1 In writing his book, it seems 

as if Ziegler is attempting to hit the highlights of Europe’s fourteenth-century crisis. He tries to 

cover multiple sources, jumping from topic to topic to provide a panoramic view of Europe in 

the mid-1300s. For instance, the author talks about varying countries in Europe and of aspects of 

medieval life, like hygiene2 or social interactions with minorities3.  While varied in interpreting 

and explaining sources, Ziegler’s finished product lacks cohesion. An overall thesis is difficult to 

decipher, as each chapter seems to have a miniature thesis and each chapter’s goals and subjects 

vary slightly. 

                                                 
1  Philip Ziegler, The Black Death (Harper Perennial Modern Classics, 2009), 65 
2Ibid., 151-160. 
3 Ibid., 97-109. 
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 Ziegler himself states that he is an amateur and that he relies on the work of others in 

order to construct his book.4 The Black Death is an attempt to give the reader various examples 

of Europe during the plague and a very brief overview of such a vast topic, the closest Ziegler 

comes to a thesis for his work as a whole. The reader can tell just by looking at the table of 

contents how brief the information will be. Ziegler spends the most time discussing England and 

the British Isles, a single chapter each on a handful of other countries and then some broad 

subjects and concepts. In no way can twenty-three pages sufficiently cover the Black Death and 

its rampage through Italy, or any other country for that matter.  

 Ziegler’s first chapter briefly describes the source of the Black Death, geographically and 

biologically speaking. He explains how medieval peoples tried to explain this unexpected 

pestilence and measures such thoughts up against more modern thoughts and theories. The 

author uses quotes from fourteenth-century sources to expose the reader to medieval thought and 

beliefs. While short, Ziegler covers the bare minimum in his opening chapter such as: where the 

plague began, common medieval though pertaining to the genesis of the epidemic, and the 

varying types of plague (bubonic versus pulmonary or septicaemic).5  

The second chapter discusses Europe’s conditions during the fourteenth-century and 

reflections of modern historians. In this chapter, the author briefly discusses the idea that the 

Black Death may have been nature’s way of regulation population versus just an unfortunate 

happenstance, and the susceptibility of Europe to the plague. The author bafflingly suggests that 

the intellectual, or perhaps philosophical, climate contributed to the population’s inability to 

resist the epidemic.6 Ziegler’s mention of this “Malthusian argument” (that is, the relationship of 

supply and population) is  questionable—it seems almost as if historians have looked to 

supernatural and higher powers as responsible for such a calamity.7 The author’s lack of 

explanation on who exactly Malthus is also adds to the confusion of the reader, as Ziegler speaks 

no more of Malthus or this theory. 

 The author’s chapter on Italy is stretched thin and covers different facets of Italy and its 

dealings with the Black Death. This chapter is heavy on personal and eyewitness accounts, many 

                                                 
4 Ibid., 9. 
5 Ibid., 13-29.  
6 Ibid., 39. 
7 Ibid., 34. 
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of them very fantastic and difficult to believe—some are sightings of the Virgin Mary, others of 

demonic dogs carrying swords.8 In addition to personal accounts and writings, Ziegler does 

shallow exploration of governmental structures in city-states like Florence, Venice, and Orvieto, 

often comparing figures of death rates and the government policies to feebly combat the wave of 

disease sweeping over the land. 

 Ziegler’s section on France focused primarily on medicine and medicinal thought with 

some description of the plague’s movement through the French countryside. His chapter on the 

plague in Germany was almost exclusive in its discussion of flagellants and Jews and the typical 

European’s response to both parties. In both chapters, Ziegler’s scope was very narrow, 

mentioning in passing how the rest of that particular country was doing while he discussed 

medical theories or massacres of Jewish communities.9 

 Ziegler devoted six chapters to discussing different areas in England and the British Isles. 

His London chapter paints a sparse picture of the city during the fourteenth-century and some 

hygiene statements while many of the other chapters on Great Britain were very statistical in 

substance (such as death rates of the clergy) or factual, discussing movements of the sickness or 

clerical writings.10 In contrast, Ziegler spends six pages on other parts of Europe such as Spain 

and the Scandinavian countries, mentioning how the plague traveled to said locations and 

recounted succinct stories that he thought worth mentioning. 

 Throughout the book, Ziegler is often unsure of numerical data or personal accounts—

with so many contradictory and unbelievable sources, which one should the reader accept as 

right? In trying to provide multiple sources and remind the reader that he (Ziegler) is not a true 

medievalist or Black Death historian, Ziegler’s facts and support become less credible. The use 

of eyewitness accounts that defy science and the laws of nature also distract from the scholarly 

nature that Ziegler is trying to portray. While varied in topic, Ziegler’s attempt to be all inclusive 

and versatile hurts his work by making it non-cohesive and thin—fine for those with mild 

curiosities or as an introductory work, but by no means meant to be a legitimate source for 

historians. 

                                                 
8 Ibid., 41-42. 
9 Ibid., 63-109. 
10 Ibid., 117-201. 


