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INTRODUCTION 

This is the second instalment of a two part longform essay, written in the 

midst of the extraordinary nationwide lockdown called by the British government 

due to the spread of the so called “Corona Virus”, aka Covid 19. As I write this 

essay, some of the UK’s neighbours, indeed even small parts of the UK (most 

notably the Principality of Wales) are putting plans into place for a move out of 

complete lockdown. Recent news has underlined the devastating economic impact 

that the pandemic is having across the world, the airline British Airways has 

recently announced that it will make tens of thousands of people redundant due to 

the dramatic slump in air travel in March. Meanwhile in the USA President Trump 

has stepped back from his usual free-wheeling press conferences, after making off 

the cuff remarks about the potential for ingesting disinfectant in order to kill of the 

virus. His comments led to such a backlash that he was forced to claim he had 

been ‘sarcastic’ in making the suggestion, a claim which seems undermined by his 

apparent televised sincerity.  

These scenes are – as I noted previously – far from unprecedented. Popular 

culture is replete with films and books which propose different end-of-the-world 

scenarios, and these themselves draw upon very ancient fears and preoccupations – 

the precariousness of human existence in the face of the overwhelming power of 

natural elements. We call the kind of events which we are thinking about here 

‘apocalyptic’ – this is a term which comes from the Greek word apokalypsis which 

means ‘revealing’. In other words, these are events which reveal things to us, they 

show us what the world is really like – what we are really like. Popular culture has 

rendered ‘apocalypse’ synonymous with ‘end of the world’, where that is true is in 

the sense that it fundamentally alters the way we perceive the world, which is to say 

that it brings an end to the-world-as-we-know-it. 

In the first essay in this series I looked briefly at the famine of ‘dust bowl 

era’ America, and the floods of the ancient near east. In this essay I want to 

consider two other apocalyptic events, and ask what lessons were learned from 
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them, in the hope that they may help us learn something useful from our current 

apocalypse.  

  

 

 

JANIBEG’S CATAPULTS – THE DEVASTATION OF THE BLACK DEATH 

Estimates differ, but it’s not considered hyperbolic to suggest that one third 

of the European population were wiped out in the years 1347 – 1350, by the 

second of the three great outbreaks of Bubonic plague. Likened at times to a 

nuclear holocaust, the ‘Black death’ cut swathes through Europe and is estimated 

to have killed something like 100 million people around the world, seemingly 

inescapable due to it’s carriers, tiny fleas living on rats, and its means of human to 

human transmission – the simple cough. An earlier outbreak of bubonic plague 

had happened some six centuries or so before hand, and had wiped out millions  - 

but the medieval outbreak was exacerbated by a number of factors, not least the 

dreadful inhumanity of warfare.  
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In 1345, the Mongol general Jani Beg (Khan Djanibeg), leader of the 

Golden horde and distant descendant of Genghis Khan, was besieging the Black 

Sea town of Kaffa. This was his second attempt at capturing the stronghold, 

having been beaten back by Italian troops on this first go. What held him back this 

time though was not the presence of Genoese soldiers, for he commanded an 

immense force of Crimean Tartars. Instead he was hampered by an outbreak of 

plague in his own ranks. As his soldiers began to die horrible deaths, with bursting 

pustules all over their bodies, Jani Beg chose to roll the dice and gave the fateful 

order to use their bodies as weapons, catapulting the diseased carcasses over the 

town walls in the hope that they would infect the citizens, and win the day. His 

ruse wasn’t a success, but it had devastating consequences nonetheless – indeed 

such was the horrific impact of this biological attack, that it seemed to the besieged 

townspeople, that the end of the world had come (Kelly, 2013).  

As the bodies piled up inside the fortress, the resident rats spotted the 

chance for a bite to eat, becoming infected with the disease, and along with them – 

the fleas that lived on them too. When the Genoese sailors who had been in Kaffa 

during the siege set off for home, stopping at Sicily, Marseilles, and Valencia 

(Mark, 2020) before reaching their destination, with them went enough rats and 

fleas to ensure that the Black death would not only make it all the way to Europe, 

but would flourish there, among the densely populated and unsanitary city streets. 

Jani Beg was the initiator of what we would now think of as chemical warfare – but 

as it so often the way his innovation had consequences that went far beyond his 

initial expectations.  

The black death’s arrival in Europe saw pestilence show up on an 

unprecedented scale,  and this too had consequences that went far beyond the 

immediate and extraordinary wave of deaths (in some places up to 90% of the 

population were thought to have perished). In some, this plague brought out a 

renewed religious zeal, take for instance the Flaggelants, who were determined to 

resist the spread of the disease through the physical enactment of spiritual 
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devotion (Kiekheffer, 1974). Wearing white robes, and carrying wooden crosses, 

they would lash one another with three stranded whips, seeking to make amends 

for their sins, and the sins of European society by means of penance. Although 

they fell outside of the mainstream of Christian thinking, these pioneers of painful 

penitence were determined that Europe would not be condemned due to their own 

unwillingness to suffer. While the Flaggelants were scourging themselves, others 

became so immured to the sight and smell of death that they found a renewed 

disregard for the value of human life, this combined with the desire for a scapegoat 

led to dreadful persecutions of groups of people suspected of somehow having 

brought about the catastrophe. In some cases women were blamed – for leading 

men into sinful behaviour. In other cases it was the Jews who got the brunt of the 

blame, having been apparently less badly hit by the disease – possibly because of 

comparatively better hygiene practises.  

So what is ‘the revelation’ of The Plague? Perhaps its revelations are 

multiple – the dreadful consequences of warfare, itself driven by economic greed 

are immediately apparent. There is no real divorce of war and money, the two are 

very closely intertwined and forever shall be. That such destruction and desolation 

will bring about a rise in ‘strange’ religious sentiment is also clear, it’s present today 

in the rantings of televangelists determined that they will rid the world of the virus, 

and on the banners which declare ‘Jesus is my vaccine’ – also very visible is the 

dreadful appetite that we humans have for scapegoating, we will seek to blame 

people of other ethnicities and cultures, religions and lifestyles as often as we can, 

if we think that it will bring some order to the chaos, some answers to the mystery, 

and some target for our ire. This is what leads presidents to start talking of 

‘foreign’ viruses, and threatening retaliation – it’s what leads otherwise rational 

friends and relations to start talking in conspiratorial tones of apparently anomalies 

in the spread of the virus, giving them cause to suspect malice in the work of 

foreign governments. It is the reason for the unwarranted and dreadful persecution 
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of Maatje Benassi, the American woman falsely cited as ‘patient zero’ or the source 

of the Covid-19 outbreak.  

 

 

 

EMPIRES CRUMBLE 

 The collapse of the Mayan empire is often considered mysterious – ‘we 

don’t know why it collapsed…’ announce the hosts of TV specials, cameras 

panning over vast architectural relics left behind by this once great empire, which 

had reached the peak of its power in the first few centuries of the Common Era in 

the Peten region of Guatemala, and thereafter began to rapidly decline – until 

within just a few decades, and certainly by the first millennium CE its great cities 

lay abandoned. Of course its not so easy to erase a culture which has been some 

thousands of years in the making, and today many Mayan languages are spoken 

and people of Mayan heritage can be found throughout South America. But the 

fact remains that what had undoubtedly been an amazing empire did suffer some 

sort of apocalyptic event, or series of events, which led to the dispersal of its 

citizens and the decline of it’s imperial might. At its peak the Mayan empire is 

estimated to have amounted to a total of perhaps 2,000,000 people.  
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 It is partly due to the longevity of their enormous stone structures that the 

Mayan empire is so well known today – despite the total collapse of their empire a 

millenia ago. These artefacts speak of a great and powerful people, skilled, 

knowledgeable and resourceful – but it may just be that these same artefacts 

account for their downfall too. The plain truth is that in order to build amazing 

stone structures, a huge amount of energy is required. Part of that energy was 

human energy – people, enormous amounts of them, each one requiring sufficient 

food and water to sustain themselves (Anon., 2009) (Oglesby, et al., 2010).  Today 

London has a population density of 4500 people per square kilometre, estimates 

are that the most densely populated parts of the Mayan Empire had a population 

density of 6700 people per square kilometre, even more rural areas had a 

population density of 1300 – 1400 people per square kilometre. To feed and water 

a population of this scale required large scale agriculture, and that meant the 

clearing of forest land to provide space for fields, it also meant the provision of 

fresh water – effected by the development in some places of surface reservoirs.  

Another part of the energy required to keep the Mayan empire alive was 

even more primal – fire. Again, this obviously requires wood. Indeed, such was the 

need for timber, food and water, that by the peak of the Mayan empire they had 

‘modified’ almost every square meter of their land, deforesting it on a massive 

scale, and causing the formation of swamps and wetlands. Eventually a 

combination of factors, what we might describe as cumulative apocalypses, almost 

certainly including drought and famine and probably including social and economic 

factors too brought an end to the Mayan empire as it had been. The people 

dispersed, as hunger drove city dwellers out of their stone city homes, and back to 

the land where they could attempt to eke out a living. The buildings fell empty, and 

where there had been people, eventually only legends remained. 

What the apocalyptic events that brought about the end of the Mayan 

civilisation reveal, is first and foremost that they had a hand in bringing about their 

own destruction. The enormous population boom – necessary for the kind of 
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growth that they were apparently seeking, along with the concomitant destruction 

of their natural environment was fatal. A civilisation that had been hundreds of 

years in the making was dispersed within decades, because they had destroyed their 

own resources.  

Yet again there are key themes emerging – human greed or at least human 

arrogance, lack of care for or respect of the natural environment, are obvious, but 

perhaps too the need to pursue power and dominance at the expense of other 

things is fundamental. These themes are common, they are not hard to understand, 

and they appear in so many stories of apocalyptic events that have taken place over 

the years. Its not hard too – to recognise these same themes emerging as we face 

the current crisis, our present apocalypse. The deaths and destruction wrought by 

Covid-19 should teach us many of the same lessons we’ve had a chance to learn 

over the last few thousand years, history suggests, however, that we’re doomed to 

repeat our mistakes. 
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WHAT HAVE I JUST READ? 

You’ve just read a piece of writing from my ‘longform’ project, available from 

simonjcross.com/longform . Usually these are written as conversational pieces of writing 

which are written for thoughtful readers outside of academia, although some are more 

academic than others.  

These articles are entirely free. However, if you feel able to donate to support this 

work, you can do so, there is also a Paypal link on the longform page. There is also an option 

to subscribe, and have the monthly articles sent directly to you.  

You are free to use (not republish) the longform material, but I’d be grateful if 

you’d attribute it in the relevant manner (if in any doubt, get in touch).  

http://simonjcross.com/longform
https://www.paypal.com/donate/?token=OPUOPmJooU6_josqQXQRdVkR0-GENCXhkZVXIjQZDfJnIKaVrAy7TwCavxyioK0wzqlahm&country.x=GB&locale.x=GB
https://www.paypal.com/cgi-bin/webscr?cmd=_s-xclick&hosted_button_id=CT6ZY646DKZQY&source=url

