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IEP I – Expectations of Plague Doctors 

 The second pandemic of bubonic plague—the black death—occurred in fourteenth-

century Europe. However, at least a dozen more smaller waves continued to decimate Europe up 

through the late eighteenth century. Dr. Charles de Lorme is posited as the first to describe the 

Medico della Peste outfit around 1619 in Italy. While variations of this outfit were worn, no 

substantial evidence could be found that the beak mask was or was not worn. 

 This individual exam project began intending to discover plague doctors’ expectations 

and concluded with the data describing several class themes. The found themes include 

unexpected relationships, belief and medicine, shift boundaries of professional and amateur 

treatments, and public health. Specifically, the first two themes were found while uncovering the 

prevalent combination of medical treatments with stern advice on virtue and vice, including 

“stinking breath and flattery, disease 18” (Adams). Of which most are rather rude assumptions 

about anyone, let alone the doctor’s active patients. The third theme of shifting professional and 

amateur treatment was realized in multiple sources stating that Europe was being flooded with 

empirics or amateur and inexperienced doctors (Rosenhek). Several of the vademecum included 

irritated forewords, introductions, and letters from the authors directed at said beginners. The 

final theme, public health, most interestingly, was in a plague doctor contract between Giovanni 

de Ventura and a small Italian town. As described on the infographic, a considerable sum was 

negotiated, but left out was a dozen other clauses including that the doctor is paid in advance—
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and incredibly, this negotiation happened months before the town had a single case of the plague 

(Ventura). 

From the beginning, the infographic design with the doctor in the middle was evident, but 

it was decided later to split the infographic into the sections—knowledge, practice, depictions, 

and equipment—after looking at the data. The knowledge section contains artwork or quotes 

from period sources describing what the doctors were supposed to know. Likewise, the practice 

section houses the doctors' thought-provoking paths to follow to heal their patients, including an 

actual page from Nathaniel Hodge's observations of the 1665 plague in England (Hodges). The 

depictions section was enticing from reading so many non-academic sources refuted the whole 

outfit as a ruse or an invention after the fact. The depicted doctor wearing the light-colored outfit 

was credible in its original descriptive origin; however, it was painted much later (Physician). 

Lastly, the equipment section was mostly based on source material, but some of it was 

speculation based on the doctors' general knowledge during their days with victims. 
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