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The Black Death and the World It Made

The Black Death, which struck Europe between 1347-1352 and recurred throughout the next 4 centuries, had a profound effect on Western Civilization. Possibly no other event in human history changed the world to such an extent. When scientists wanted to model the possible effects on humankind of a nuclear war, it was the Black Death they used as the event most closely approximating the expected outcome. Current and emerging diseases are today of major concern. Time and again, scientists warn us that another pandemic is inevitable.   

Goals of the Course: 

In this seminar we will undertake an interdisciplinary study of the Black Death from medical, historical, economic, artistic and  religious perspectives. We will seek to draw parallels to other pandemics, both current and predicted, to see what insights our studies might provide for understanding their potential impact on civilization. We will also pay attention to data—its reliability, its interpretation, and its use in prediction—in order to sharpen our quantitative reasoning skills. We will also consider the theme of the plague in literature, film and theatre. 

Required Texts:


The following texts are available in the Bookstore for purchase:

Kelly, John. The Great Mortality: An Intimate History of the Black Death, the Most 

Devastating Plague of All Time.  New York: Harper Press, 2005.

Garrett, Laurie. The Coming Plague: Newly Emerging Diseases in a World Out of 

Balance.  New York: Penguin, 1995.

Camus, Albert.   The Plague. Translated by Stuart Gilbert. Vintage International Press.
Clarevoe, Anthony. Plays by Anthony Clarvoe. New York: Broadway Play

 Publishing, 1996.

Brooks, Geraldine. Year of Wonders: A Novel of the Plague,  New York: Penguin, 2001.

Johnson, Steve. The Ghost Map: The Story of London’s Most Terrifying Epidemic

—And How it Changed Science, Cities and the Modern World,  Riverhead Books, 2006 

Other reading will be available on e-reserves or as handouts for this course.

Course Outline and Reading Assignments

Weeks 1 (September 15- 19) The Medieval Plague

         Topics:


Reading Assignments:


    Kelly: Chapters 1-9


Exercise:  The Importance of  Confirming and Understanding Data

Week 2 ( September 22-26)  The Problems of Historical Epidemiology, Source Criticism and Demographic Methodology

 Reading Assignments:

Graham Twigg, The Black Death: A Biological Reappraisal, Ch.11:    ‘Clinical Symptoms in the Black Death and in some other diseases. The case for anthrax”

Kelly, Afterword: The Plague Deniers

Benedictow, Graham,  The Black Death, Chs. 4,27

Exercise:  Historical Demographic Data and its Analysis

 Week 3 ( Sept. 29- October 3) The Societal Consequences of the Black Death


Reading Assignments:


Kelly, Chs. 10-12


Cowie, Leonard, The Black Death and the Peasant’s Revolt,

 pp.49-11 7(handout)


Cohn, Samuel,” After the Black Death: labour legislation and attitudes towards labour in late-medieval western Europe” Economic History Review,

Vol.60, No.3, August 2007, pp.457-485


Ziegler, Philip, The Black Death, Chs. 16,17


Meiss, Millard, Painting in Florence and Siena after the Black Death, Princeton: Princeton University Press. Ch.II
 Week 4 ( October 6-10) Contemporary Accounts: London 1665-1666


Reading Assignments:


Selections from:


Samuel Pepys  from  Diary


Nathaniel Hodges and William Boghurst : from Loimologia


Lord Mayor and Aldermen of London:”Orders Conceived and Published by the Lord Mayor and Aldermen of the City of London, .Concerning the Infection of the Plague,1665.


College of Physicians: “Necessary Directions for the Prevention and Cure of the Plague”


Thomas Vincent from  Gods Terrible Voice in the City


Letters from London during the Plague


John Graunt from  Reflections on the Weekly Bills of Mortality

          Mortality Bills for 1665  from  London’s Dreadful Visitation


John Evelyn from  Diary


( handout)

Geraldine Brooks,  Year of Wonders


Exercise:  The Problems of Using Contemporary Sources

Week 5 ( October 13-15)   Plague Mentality


 Camus,  The Plague


 Films: Outbreak, 28 Days Later,  
No Class Oct. 17, 20 ( Mid-term Break)

Week 6  ( October 22-24)    “The Living”


Anthony Clarvoe, “The Living”, in Plays by Anthony Clarvoe


Carleton Players Fall Production “The Living”  

Week 7 ( Oct. 27-31)  Epidemics and Science


Steven Johnson,  The Ghost Map: The Story of London’s Most Terrifying Epidemic—and How it Changed Science, Cities, and the Modern World


Laurie Garrett,  The Coming Plague,  Chs. 2, 3,8,9

Week 8   ( Nov. 3-7 )   AIDS


Laurie Garrett,  The Coming Plague,  Chs. 10,11, 13,14

Week 9 ( Nov. 10-14)  Governments and Disease


Laurie Garrett,  The Coming Plague, Chs 5,6,7,15,16,17


Jonathan Shaw, “ The SARS Scare”,  Harvard Magazine: 




Available online: http://harvardmagazine.com/2007/03/the-sars-scare.html
 Week 10  ( Nov. 17-19)   The Future


Discussion of Research Results: Aids, Malaria and TB


Exercise:  The Pitfalls of Predictions
