John Kelly

“The Great Mortality, or, The Architecture of Human Disaster”

The Great Mortality—as contemporaries called the medieval plague (or the Black Death, as we call it)—was the second greatest disaster in recorded history. Only the second World War produced more deaths, physical destruction, and emotional suffering.  Between 1346 and 1352, the Black Death is believed to have carried off a third of Europe. “There was a crowd of us, now we are almost alone,” wrote the poet Petrarch. “The Great Mortality, or, The Architecture of Human Disaster” will explore how the plague arose from three factors that are still with us—overpopulation, globalization, and ecological change—and examines the response of medieval society to an unparalleled catastrophe. 

Great natural disasters challenge human civilization in unique ways. “The Great Mortality, or, The Architecture of Human Disaster” will explore the challenges by looking at how major societal institutions like government and religion functioned in an era of mass death, and how the threat of mass mortality affected individuals, including their bonds to family and friends, their personal behavior, and their fears.  During the Great Mortality, one of the greatest personal fears became the loss of a personal death and, instead, interment in a mass grave.   

For purposes of perspective and illumination, “The Great Mortality, or, The Architecture of Human Disaster” will compare responses to the Black Death to responses to modern disasters like the 19th century Irish famine (which cost Ireland a third of its population) and the 2005 Southeast Asian tsunami.

