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The Old and the New in Plague Studies
The Old

New York Times, 10 May 2020
• “Historians describe three great waves of 

plague, said Mary Fissell, a historian at Johns 
Hopkins: the Plague of Justinian, in the sixth 
century; the medieval epidemic, in the 14th 
century; and a pandemic that struck in the late 
19th and early 20th centuries.

• “The medieval pandemic began in 1331 in 
China. The illness, along with a civil war that 
was raging at the time, killed half the 
population of China. From there, the plague 
moved along trade routes to Europe, North 
Africa and the Middle East. In the years 
between 1347 and 1351, it killed at least a 
third of the European population.” 

The New
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• Three great waves? Try five. Or eight? Or more?
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• Didn’t begin in China. It was taken to China!
• Didn’t begin in 1331. The “Big Bang” of plague 

proliferation likely happened before 1218. Plague 
outbreaks are documented in China from 1218 on.
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• Plague’s major long-distance movements were 
neither gradual nor due to normal trade.

• Only after plague had already created new 
reservoirs did major outbreaks happen via 
trade routes.
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• It killed a lot more people than Europeans 
only. Here are current estimates for major 
Middle Eastern cities (courtesy Stuart Borsch & 
Tarek Sabraa):



The Scope of the Pandemic. The 
Scope of Our Research
• Green 2014:

“Accepting the precepts of an evolutionary perspective on the history 
of Y. pestis suggests that the field of historical plague studies as it 
relates to the Second Pandemic must be redefined in three 
dimensions: its geographic extent, its chronological extent, and the 
methodological registers we use to investigate it.”

• Geographic Extent: much of northern Eurasia, extending from 
Central Asia to China and to the Atlantic and from Eurasia into 
Africa
• Chronological Extent: from the “Big Bang” (ca. 1200?) to the 

present day
•Methodological Registers: from genetics to archaeology to 

document-based history to art history to literary analysis to 
climate science



How Plague Kills (Bubonic Transmission)

8

Bioluminescent tracing of bacterial 
spread of bubonic plague through 
the lymph system. The images 
show spread over the course of six 
days, invading first the lymph 
nodes and then the liver and 
spleen. The last image reflects 
complete septicemia, after which 
death was imminent. (From: Nham 
et al. 2012)



The plague bacillus blocks the flea proventriculus (DeWitte et al. 2020)

 (2020) PLoS Pathogens Issue Image | Vol. 16(4) May 2020. PLOS Pathogens 16(4): ev16.i04. https://doi.org/10.1371/image.ppat.v16.i04
https://journals.plos.org/plospathogens/article?id=10.1371/image.ppat.v16.i04



Cesana et al. 2017, fig. 1



Yersinia pestis aDNA sequenced to 
date (2019) from the Second 

Plague Pandemic (total: 51 
sequences from 21 sites)

Source: Spyrou et al. 2019, fig. 1A



New Theory of the Emergence of 
Plague out of the Crimea and into 
the Black Sea and the 
Mediterranean in the 1340s (Barker 
2020)
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The Scope of the Pandemic. The Scope of Our 
Research

Black Death
• Geographic Extent: much of 

northern Eurasia, extending from 
Central Asia to China and to the 
Atlantic and from Eurasia into 
Africa

• Chronological Extent: from the “Big 
Bang” (ca. 1200?) to the present 
day

• Methodological Registers: from 
genetics to archaeology to 
document-based history to art 
history to literary analysis to 
climate science

COVID-19
• Geographic Extent: global

• Chronological Extent: 6 
months

• Methodological Registers: 
from genetics to archaeology 
to document-based history 
to art history to literary 
analysis to climate science
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