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Plagues and 
pandemics
Luke McBratney surveys writings that 
seem particularly relevant during the time 
of COVID-19

One of the ways in which literature is said to be of 
enduring importance is in how it expresses the 
human condition. While circumstances differ 

throughout the ages, it is often said that human nature 
never changes. So, how far are the feelings evoked in 
our time of global pandemic similar to those explored 
by writers of the past?

Several highly regarded twentieth-century novels are 
set amid pandemics — for example, Margaret Atwood’s 
Oryx and Crake (2003), Gabriel García Márquez’s Love 
in the Time of Cholera (1985) and Albert Camus’ La Peste 
(1947). Yet such novels don’t so much explore life in a 
pandemic as use it to enable the exploration of other 
themes, such as the dangers of scientific advancement 
without morality, love and how the lack of it is a 
disease,  and the spread of Nazism. Other texts use 
pandemics for dramatic heft, as a plague-time setting 
can often bring heightened qualities, such as intensity, 
drama and horror.

The plague of 1665
For purer accounts, it’s probably better to turn to earlier 
texts. Daniel Defoe, of Robinson Crusoe fame, published 
A Journal of the Plague Year in 1722, more than 50 years 
after the plague. While pretending to be a first-hand 
contemporaneous account of events in 1665, the book 
is written with the benefit of hindsight and with a 
narrower perspective than a real diary.

Even so, it’s striking how Defoe’s descriptions echo 
events of our time. For example, he describes how new 
measures in London come into force:

that all public feasting, and particularly by the 
companies of this city, and dinners at taverns, 
alehouses, and other places of common 
entertainment, be forborne till further order 
and allowance…

He explores how personal liberties and wider social 
justice are sometimes at odds. The strict measure of 
quarantine (from quarantina, ‘40 days’ — the time 
during which ships from plague-ravaged Italy were 
required to stay in port) is a case in point. It was 
imposed on houses where one member was sick. Defoe 
notes this policy ‘had very great inconveniences in it, 
and some that were tragical’ but saw the bigger picture:

it was authorised by a law, it had the public good 
in view as the end chiefly aimed at, and all the 
private injuries that were done by the putting it 
in execution must be put to the account of the 
public benefit.M

AT
RI

O
SH

K
A

/A
D

O
BE

 S
TO

CK

IL
LU

ST
RI

SS
IM

A
/A

D
O

BE
 S

TO
CK

http://www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gabriel_Garc%C3%ADa_M%C3%A1rquez


Find out more about our full  
range of magazines and online  
archives of back issues at  
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/magazines 

www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview

OCTOBER 2020

Did you like 
this article?

Tell us what 
you think

Further reading

An online resource featuring the diary entries of 
Samuel Pepys: www.pepysdiary.com

Online text of Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year: 
www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/376

An engaging and accessible exploration 
of plague fiction by Professor Laura Ashe: 
www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m000mmjf (video)

Defoe’s purpose appears to be to instruct his readers, 
and, in places, his book reads like a manual for how 
citizens should behave during a pandemic. Those who 
do not take it seriously enough are censured: nothing, 
he writes,

was more fatal to the inhabitants of this city 
than the supine negligence of the people 
themselves, who, during the long notice or 
warning they had of the visitation, made no 
provision for it by laying in store of provisions, or 
of other necessaries, by which they might have 
lived retired and within their own houses, as I 
have observed others did, and who were in a 
great measure preserved by that caution.

What was sensible preparation in one century, looks 
like panic buying in another.

Samuel Pepys
The entries in The Diary of Samuel Pepys (1660–1669) 
during the plague year, by contrast, are free of didactic 
impulse. They seem motivated only by his desire 
to record daily events and feelings. Yet the plague 
intrudes, and it is possibly this sense of its intrusion 
on normal life and the periodic jolts of horror, disgust 
or dismay that it brings that make his account closer to 
our own experiences. For example, on 26 June 1665 he 
notes that ‘The plague encreases mightily’ and reflects 
that ‘I this day seeing a house, at a bitt-maker’s over 
against St. Clement’s Church, in the open street, shut 
up [in quarantine]; which is a sad sight’.

Like many of us watching the death rates, Pepys 
reflected on the numbers of dead — or actually, those 
buried — noted in the weekly ‘Bills of mortality’, 
noting, for example, that the 6,978 recorded for one 
week in August was ‘a most dreadfull Number’.

Pepys also records the strain on human relationships. 
In the interests of safety, his wife, Elisabeth, was sent 
to live outside London in the Woolwich countryside. 
After a brief meeting with her and her maids on 5 July 
1665, Pepys reflects: ‘and I left them going to supper, 

grieved in my heart to part with my wife, being worse 
by much without her, though some trouble there is in 
having the care of a family at home in this plague time, 
and so took leave.’

Yet what is perhaps most heartening about Pepys’ 
account is his sense that life goes on. In the next entry, 
the diarist begins not by bemoaning the march of the 
plague, but the lateness of the suit that he has ordered, 
followed by his joy at its arrival. Pepys’ work as a naval 
administrator occupies most of his thoughts, and he 
takes pleasure in the smaller things in life such as his 
wine collection and dinners with friends. When social 
distancing eases and business picks up again, Pepys’ 
joy at the return to something approaching normality 
is palpable: ‘To our great joy, the town fills apace, and 
shops begin to be open again. Pray God continue the 
plague’s decrease!’

Activity
Read one of the texts mentioned in this article. To 
what extent does its presentation of life in a time 
of pandemic relate to the experiences of people 
today?
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