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The COVID-19 pandemic, first reported in Wuhan, China towards the end of 2019 or early 2020, 

has dominated the last year. It became manifest in the West at some time in January 2020. 

Twelve months having since elapsed, this may be a good moment to take stock, as we approach 

Chinese New Year (the Year of the Ox) on 12 February 2021. 

 

                                                
1 Rhys Clift is a solicitor, commercial mediator and author, a partner in the international law firm Penningtons Manches Cooper LLP, based 
in London. 
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The Chinese are great observers and recorders of the night sky and have been for millennia. This paper will touch on 

the reasons for this and will look at how an assessment of the night sky may have parallels with not only the current 

pandemic, but pandemics that have occurred throughout history. In the past, COVID-19 might have been described as 

a plague2, which has historically been associated with planetary conjunctions, such as the two significant conjunctions 

that have occurred recently. Now could be an enlightening moment to look at human reaction to the night sky in the 

context of plague, and at human endurance generally. 

 

In a period of pandemic, intermittent lockdown and working from home (WFH), there has been more time to observe 

the night sky to the extent that it remains visible through cloud cover, and atmospheric and light pollution. Those 

engaged in the maritime trade have always had an interest in the sky, especially the night sky because of its 

importance in navigation. This paper will touch on how a maritime perspective on the night sky can offer a new 

perspective on the current pandemic. 

 

Preparing this paper in lockdown has proved to be a good time to look at what has been written on these and a number 

of recurrent, interwoven themes. During this time, which has some features of lockup, we may all have had more time, 

to improve our own professional knowledge but also to look at the wider picture, at books, and the internet and the 

information they provide, even in a purely amateur way, and as a matter of simple curiosity. Throughout, this paper 

refers to books that might be good to read, before matters return to some semblance of normality, if they ever will. 

Some of the change we have experienced seems likely to be permanent. 

 

In many ways it has been a remarkable time, in some respects a truly dreadful time, but now there is genuine cause 

for optimism on the near horizon. One can only hope for a happier New Year. 

 

COVID-19: THE SCALE OF THE PANDEMIC 
COVID-19 has had nowhere near the impact of Spanish ‘flu (1917/18), the Great Plague (1665/66), nor the Black Death 

(1347/51), but it is, to look at the statistics alone, significant.  It has had, and is having, a global impact, but it has a 

differential impact on individuals, families, businesses, countries and regions. Some countries are particularly 

affected. Thus far, at 6thebruary 2021, there have been more than 104 million cases recorded globally, and more than 

2.25 million deaths. The USA, as an example, has recorded the largest number of cases (26.8 million), and as at 6 

February 2021 more than 459,000 deaths attributed to COVID-193. A comparison to other causes of death in America 

illustrates the point. COVID-19 has already killed more than double the number of US citizens killed in 1957/58 and the 

1968 flu epidemic added together. It has killed more US citizens than were killed in Vietnam, Korea, and the First 

World War, added together, and more than were killed in the Second World War (405,000). As to US deaths in the last 

150 years, COVID-19 deaths are only exceeded in conflict by the extraordinary carnage of the Civil War (1860/65) 

estimated at 600/850,000,4 and in pandemic by Spanish flu (apparently a variety of avian flu, or of avian origin) at 

675,000 deaths5. Until the advent of COVID-19, zoonosis was hardly in our vocabulary6. 

 
A comparison to the total individual size of cities also tells the tale; total deaths in the US now exceed the total 

individual population of New Orleans, Pittsburgh and St Louis. And in the UK, to gain some perspective, from the 

writer’s view, US deaths now exceed the total population of the county of Shropshire, and almost the total population of 

Cardiff, as if they were each totally wiped out. These are huge numbers.  

                                                
2 “a disastrous evil or affliction,.. a calamity,.. an epidemic disease causing a high rate of mortality..” https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/plague  
3 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/feb/02/covid-world-map-which-countries-have-the-most-coronavirus-vaccinations-cases-and-
deaths 
4 https://www.washingtonpost.com/history/2020/11/19/ranking-covid-deaths-american-history/  
5 https://www.cdc.gov/flu/pandemic-resources/1918-pandemic-h1n1.html 
6https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-
sheets/detail/zoonoses#:~:text=A%20zoonosis%20is%20an%20infectious,food%2C%20water%20or%20the%20environment. 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/plague
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/plague
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/feb/02/covid-world-map-which-countries-have-the-most-coronavirus-vaccinations-cases-and-deaths
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/feb/02/covid-world-map-which-countries-have-the-most-coronavirus-vaccinations-cases-and-deaths
https://www.washingtonpost.com/history/2020/11/19/ranking-covid-deaths-american-history/
https://www.cdc.gov/flu/pandemic-resources/1918-pandemic-h1n1.html
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/zoonoses#:~:text=A%20zoonosis%20is%20an%20infectious,food%2C%20water%20or%20the%20environment
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/zoonoses#:~:text=A%20zoonosis%20is%20an%20infectious,food%2C%20water%20or%20the%20environment
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PLANETARY CONJUNCTIONS  
At the winter solstice on 21 December 20207, there was the culmination of a close Great Conjunction between Jupiter 

and Saturn, the two largest of the visible planets in the solar system. This conjunction might be a common 

phenomenon (every 20 years or so), but such a close conjunction is a relative rarity. There have been closer Great 

Conjunctions (Saturn/Jupiter) in the past, for example in 1623 AD or in 1226 AD (the latter visible and the closest for 

2,000 years). In 2020, the close alignment of the two planets occurred at night, which permitted many to see the Great 

Conjunction with the naked eye, shortly after dusk, local weather permitting8. At that time, Saturn’s moon Titan (a 

name that occurs recurrently and to which I will return) was also visible. 

 

The Great Conjunction itself is something of an optical illusion from our perspective on Earth. The two planets are, 

obviously, hundreds of millions of miles apart. Another Great Conjunction occurred on 10 January 2021, this time 

including Saturn, Jupiter and Mercury. The night sky holds endless fascination, with the complex dance of the planets 

in the solar system on their various elliptical tracks around the Sun. This was established by Kepler, and later 

understood by Newton, reputedly whilst he was in an apple orchard at Woolsthorpe sheltering from the Great Plague 

(1665/1667). Later publication of his theory of gravitation debunked more than 2,000 years of accepted wisdom9. This 

alone might have singled him out as the predominant scientific mind, a position he has occupied ever since, quite apart 

from his many other achievements such as on light, including Opticks10. He has remarkable ‘name recognition’. Light 

enables us to look up into the night sky and, having regard to the speed of light, to stare directly at the stars and into 

the past.  

 

These extraordinary Great Conjunctions punctuate the past and are cause to reflect on the length of life, on the 

accumulation of knowledge and generally on the passage of time. 1226 AD might not be Time Immemorial as defined 

by English law (1189 was when Richard the Lionheart was crowned king)11, but it was a long time ago nonetheless. The 

world was obviously very different. In 1226 AD the Albigensian crusade was still underway in South West France, 

seeking to suppress what was described as the Cathar heresy12. Catharism crops up periodically in modern books, 

even alluded to in The Da Vinci Code; one to read again if one cannot go out, for the thrill of chase. And it might be worth 

visiting, when the opportunity next presents itself, Rennes le Chateau in the foothills of the Pyrenees, which features in 

the tale, if only from simple curiosity and to look at Sauniere’s unusual tower13. The book also has a particular interest 

for lawyers in the actions brought against the author and/or publishers for plagiarism and/or breach of copyright14.  

 

PLAGUE AND SCIENCE  
In more superstitious times, such conjunctions and planetary alignments (of some or several planets in the solar 

system) had been thought to be harbingers of doom and even a cause of plague. None would think so today, although 

conjunctions can produce real effects. No one suggests that this is the cause of COVID-19. It is a small point that 

illustrates, despite the appalling spread of COVID-19 and the huge catalogue of deaths, just how fortunate we are in 

                                                
7 It was merely a coincidence that the Great Conjunction should take place at the winter solstice, on that date the shortest day in the 
northern hemisphere. 
8 NASA bulletin 15/12/2020a 
9 The word planet comes from the Greek word “to wander” (planan, planetes, to wander, wanderer). Incidentally, not all subscribed to the 
Ptolemaic view of elaborate epicycles, all rotating around the Earth. Aristarchus of Samos subscribed the theory of heliocentricity 
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Aristarchus-of-Samos, not generally adopted in the West for approximately another 2,000 years. 
Almost everywhere one looks is evidence of the remarkable genius of the Greeks. (Although apparently the Antikythera mechanism may not 
subscribe to a heliocentric model http://www.antikythera-mechanism.gr/faq/astronomical-questions/heliocentric-or-geocentric-universe). 
10 A serious scientific work, not a casual read. A modern copy is accessible here: https://www.gutenberg.org/files/33504/33504-h/33504-
h.htm; a note here: https://www.college-optometrists.org/the-college/museum/museum-collections/historical-books-collection/newton-s-
opticks.html 
11 The modern significance of which is now to be found in the acquisition of rights by adverse possession. 
12 https://www.ancient.eu/Cathars/  
13 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jan/12/unearthing-the-truth-about-buried-treasure-in-rennes-le-chateau  
14https://www.cbc.ca/news/entertainment/court-tosses-out-another-da-vinci-code-plagiarism-case-1.619574; 
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/crime/brown-wins-da-vinci-code-plagiarism-battle-6104246.html  

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Aristarchus-of-Samos
http://www.antikythera-mechanism.gr/faq/astronomical-questions/heliocentric-or-geocentric-universe
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/33504/33504-h/33504-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/33504/33504-h/33504-h.htm
https://www.college-optometrists.org/the-college/museum/museum-collections/historical-books-collection/newton-s-opticks.html
https://www.college-optometrists.org/the-college/museum/museum-collections/historical-books-collection/newton-s-opticks.html
https://www.ancient.eu/Cathars/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jan/12/unearthing-the-truth-about-buried-treasure-in-rennes-le-chateau
https://www.cbc.ca/news/entertainment/court-tosses-out-another-da-vinci-code-plagiarism-case-1.619574
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/crime/brown-wins-da-vinci-code-plagiarism-battle-6104246.html
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the modern era. Not only are the causes of illness now well understood, but we have the miracle of modern science in 

the shape of vaccination with which to combat so many diseases15. The vaccines have progressed from sequencing of 

the genome of the virus in China16 to design, manufacture, approval, release, and distribution at astonishing speed 

(even if now a cause of frustration about delay)17. We live in an era that has fostered the growth of specialist scientific 

knowledge, an era of experts. This is the legacy of the Enlightenment18 which marks the modern explosion of scientific 

thinking and the application of scientific method (in the West). This has its analogy in the law, in that the law seeks to 

do justice by analysis of matters in dispute objectively against the evidence (factual and expert), much as any new 

scientific hypothesis is analysed against the evidence; in that sense they have a common forensic approach.  

 

Natural phenomena, such as conjunctions and plague, in the past may have appeared to observers in a pixilated 

image; some were understood and were bright and clear, some were not and were translucent or opaque. It is striking 

that Newton could understand the complex solar system, and devise the mathematics to enable Halley to calculate the 

periodicity of the comet later named after him, while at the same time the cause of the Great Plague (1665/1666), just 

like the Black Death (1347/1351), Yersinia pestis on both occasions, was simply not understood, nor was there any 

potential cure. As a result, the treatments were painful, damaging and dangerous, and only likely to exacerbate harm 

(hardly the best moment for any that had taken the Hippocratic oath). The only reliable guide was to ‘avoid it like the 

plague’, the best advice, the wisdom graven into the language. It might have descended into cliché, if it were not for the 

advent of COVID-19.  

 

Science has now attained a certain primacy. The development of the new vaccines may be the latest manifestation of 

that fact. Indeed, it is now said (by Hawking) that the bigger questions on which one might reflect (staring into the night 

sky, say) are no longer the questions for philosophers, such as Descartes and Kant, or for that matter Jostein 

Gaader19. “…philosophy is dead,” Hawking said. “Philosophy has not kept up with modern developments in science, 

particularly in physics”20. It is a mechanical, scientific world. Numbers may even have attained certain primacy over 

words (certainly numbers and statistics are everywhere); or maybe we are in the era of the ‘alpha-numerics’, those who 

are equally comfortable with words and numbers, even if they might not be polymaths21.  

 

Quite a contrast to the past. In that respect, Claire Tomalin’s book Samuel Pepys, the Unequalled Self makes a terrific 

lockdown read not only for the horror of plague (notably in 1665) and the death rate, which was far more severe than 

for COVID-19, but also for the extraordinary courage and stoicism of the population, of Londoners and of Pepys 

himself. They may have had little alternative. This does not mean that they were not touched by fear. The book is also 

notable for the account of Pepys’ staggering energy, industry and achievements. Pepys may have been no scientist but 

he was a long-time member, supporter, Fellow and President of the Royal Society, rubbing shoulders with Hooke22, 

                                                
15 New Scientist (the legacy of Nigel Calder) has provided a lot of information on the topic: https://www.newscientist.com/article-
topic/vaccines/ ; for example for smallpox, polio, tuberculosis, yellow fever, diphtheria, much of this only in the 20th Century. These diseases 
had huge economic and political effects. Yellow fever destroyed French plans to build the Panama canal, 85% of the workers were 
hospitalised and 22,000 died of yellow fever. The project was taken over by America.  
16https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2020/01/chinese-researchers-reveal-draft-genome-virus-implicated-wuhan-pneumonia-outbreak  
17https://fortune.com/2020/12/23/how-an-overlooked-scientific-feat-led-to-the-rapid-development-of-covid-19-vaccines/  
18 Which, it is said, might be dated from the publication of Newton’s Principia Mathematica in 1686 (a testament to the extraordinary power 
of books, even if some may be (completely) impenetrable, save to a few); or from publication of Rene Descartes’ Discourse on Method and 
his dictum je pense donc je suis, cogito ergo sum (I think therefore I am) in 1637. It is quite a thought that Newton (amongst his many other 
achievements) may have catalysed the Enlightenment, at least in the West.  
19 Jostein Gaarder is the author of Sophie’s World, 1991 (Norway). The book was reported to be the best-selling book in the world in 1995 
(in English translation). By 2011, the novel had been translated into fifty-nine languages, with apparently over forty million copies sold; 
remarkable.  
20 The Grand Design, Stephen Hawking and Leonard Mlodinow, Bantam books (for those that are attracted to a very serious read). Certain 
short books do not necessarily make an easy read, as a Brief History of Time will attest. Hawking followed in the footsteps of Sir Isaac 
Newton as Lucasian Professor of Mathematics at Cambridge, known as “Newton’s chair” one of the most famous, prestigious academic 
posts in the world (Daily Telegraph, 2012).  
21 Like Francis Bacon or Alexander Humbolt, both of whom have been variously referred to as the last man to know everything, surely an 
impossibility in the modern era? 
22https://royalsociety.org/science-events-and-lectures/2003/summer-science/mr-hooke/  
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rstl.1674.0007  

https://www.newscientist.com/article-topic/vaccines/
https://www.newscientist.com/article-topic/vaccines/
https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2020/01/chinese-researchers-reveal-draft-genome-virus-implicated-wuhan-pneumonia-outbreak
https://fortune.com/2020/12/23/how-an-overlooked-scientific-feat-led-to-the-rapid-development-of-covid-19-vaccines/
https://royalsociety.org/science-events-and-lectures/2003/summer-science/mr-hooke/
https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rstl.1674.0007


 

5 
© Rhys Clift  

Newton (he of the apple)23 and Edmond Halley (he of the comet)24, all fascinated by the night sky. His diary shows a 

keen amateur interest in astronomy. Incidentally, he refers to the bright comet that passed in 1664 in an entry dated 15 

December 1664: “So to the Coffeehouse, where great talke of the Comet seen in several places; and among our men at sea, 

and by my Lord Sandwich, to whom I intend to write about it to-night.” At that point, Pepys was living on Seething lane, 

about 50 yards from the Tower of London and just a short walk from St Olave’s church where the level of the 

churchyard has reputedly been raised by about 3 feet from the number of plague burials. The parish records show a 

gruesome catalogue of deaths of whole families, something radically worse than COVID-19. There is a staggering list 

of deaths, and repetition of the same family names, in the church records, The only obvious parallel in the UK to such 

lists of names that occurs to the writer is to be seen is in the tragic lists of fathers, uncles, brothers, cousins, with the 

same surname, killed in the First World War and listed on stone and copper memorials in every town and village. This 

is true throughout UK. The obvious difference, apart from the scale of the Great Plague, is that the latter took men, 

women and children, whereas those killed in conflict were predominantly young, adult males, in the flower of their 

youth.   

  

Pepys’ time was an era without television, an era with less ‘passive activity’. It was also, by contrast, not a time when 

there was lamentation merely for a lost holiday booking or discontent over an inability to meet friends for lunch.  

The potential interconnection between plague, the night sky and comets can also be found in Daniel Defoe’s A Journal 

of the Plague Year, (1722, the same year as Moll Flanders) based on the account of his uncle (factual or fictional) who 

was adult at the time while Defoe was five. Having referred to the two comets that passed over the City of London first 

in 1664, he wrote: “I saw both these stars, and, I must confess, had so much of the common notion of such things in my 

head, that I was apt to look upon them as the forerunners and warnings of God’s judgements; and especially when, after the 

plague had followed the first, I yet saw another of the like kind, I could not but say God had not yet sufficiently scourged the 

city… But I could not at the same time carry these things to the height that others did, knowing, too, that natural causes are 

assigned by the astronomers for such things, and that their motions and even their revolutions are calculated, or pretended 

to be calculated, so that they cannot be so perfectly called the forerunners or foretellers, much less the procurers, of such 

events as pestilence, war, fire, and the like.”25 

 

GREEKS, ROMANS AND NORSEMEN  
In the past, it was undoubtedly easier to observe the night sky, before light and coal fire pollution, reasons for the 

shifting of the Royal Observatory from Greenwich to Herstmonceux (1948/1957)26. The problem has become 

progressively more acute ever since, particularly in developed nations. In the West, at any proximity to a built-up area 

or conurbation, the enthralling spread of the night sky is now largely lost, and with that some of the wonder. The 

Greeks, Romans and Norsemen would look up into the night sky and see there the deities and heroes that marked 

their lives, under an apparent dome of stars, as well as the light that might guide their passage at sea. In their eyes, 

the solar system was populated by Titans, by Olympian gods, by Roman gods and by the denizens of Asgard. The 

physical images were also on the ground, in some locations for more than 2,400 years27. Images of the Titan Helios 

(the Sun) pulling his chariot up into the dawn is on the eastern gable end (pediment) of the Parthenon, the frieze 

concluding as the Titan Selene (the Moon) rises at dusk28. We may not see them that way now, but the names of the 

                                                
23 Pepys’ name is on the front page of Newton’s great Principia Mathematica in 1686, because it was published during his period of office as 
President. 
24 Edmond Halley had rightly calculated that the comet named after him is periodic. It returns (as he predicted, although he was not alive to 
see it) and is visible from Earth about every 75 years (once in a lifetime). As a matter of interest, it passed close to the Earth in 1163 BC 
(see below) and again in 1066 AD, shortly before the Battle of Hastings (and features on the Bayeux tapestry). 
25 Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year is free to read in original facsimile on the Gutenburg Project’s website: 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/376/376-h/376-h.htm. The book,published in 1722, is very much in the language of the time.  
26 https://www.the-observatory.org/rgohistory  
27 https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/unlocking-mysteries-of-the-parthenon-16621015/  
28 See the spectacular images in the Parthenon Museum and British Museum online. One of the horses of Selene (Moon) is still in situ on 
the Parthenon (2,400 years after construction), the head still peers out from under the stone roof. There is a glorious scale model of the 
Parthenon in the Parthenon Museum, a testament to the genius of the architects and the artist Phidias. The physical structure itself is 

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/376/376-h/376-h.htm
https://www.the-observatory.org/rgohistory
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/unlocking-mysteries-of-the-parthenon-16621015/
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deities and heroes ascribed to the planets are deeply embedded in our language and culture, a small illustration of 

which is their presence in almost every utterance in every week. This might be clearer in romance languages than in 

English where the names of the gods have been somewhat obscured by a later Germanic heritage (Sun day, Moon day 

(Monday/Lundi), Mars day (Tuesday/Mardi), Mercury Day (Wednesday/Mercredi/Wodin’s day), Jupiter day 

(Thursday/Jeudi/Thor’s day), Venus day (Friday/Vendredi), and Saturn day (Saturday/Samedi))29. 

 

NAVIGATION 
Navigation at sea is always potentially hazardous. It was particularly hazardous before there was a reliable way to tell 

the time, without the use of celestial navigation which required sight of the Sun, the Moon and certain stars. Without 

that it would not be possible to calculate longitude. Hence, navigation was hazardous at any distance from land with no 

visible point of reference, especially at night when one cannot see for any distance, if the sky was overcast. This finally 

came to a head in the disastrous loss of the British navy fleet off the Scilly Isles in 1707 and the loss of 1,400 men who 

drowned, including the commanding officer the magnificently named Admiral Sir Cloudesley Shovell, (though it was 

alleged he was murdered on the beach in an act of robbery). Dava Sobell’s book Longitude describes the subsequent 

Longitude Acts competition30 and the long-running battle by the inventor John Harrison to secure the £20,000 prize (a 

huge amount of money at the time) for his invention of the nautical chronometer, and for the involvement of Sir Isaac 

Newton.  

 

This is an especially good read in lockdown to describe ingenuity and commitment. Harrison was engaged in this 

endeavour for more than 45 years, single-mindedly and successfully. He had an indomitable spirit, which 

demonstrates that achievement is to be found as much in character as in intellect. Longitude is of obvious interest to 

anyone interested in maritime business and the night sky. It is also a remarkable illustration of the positive impact of 

legislation, the power of suitable reward to drive innovation31 and the fact that disaster was (as it is so often) the 

catalyst of change, when disaster and innovation run hand in glove. Harrison’s chronometers are now held in the 

British Science Museum (well worth going to see when lockdown is finally lifted)32.  

 

HUMAN ENDURANCE AND ISOLATION 
The endurance of our forebears is remarkable to observe, especially at sea. An example is the physical courage of the 

sailors who climbed high into the rigging33 as Cutty Sark34 pounded through the Roaring Forties with a cargo of wool, 

encountering “some of the most violent gales and seas on earth”35. The courage of the whalers who sailed from bleak 

Nantucket on four-year voyages into the Pacific in pursuit of a fortune in sperm whale oil is quite remarkable, as was 

the stoicism of their wives ,mothers (and widows) waiting for their return on roof-top viewing platforms looking out 

into the Atlantic nights. The courage of the whalers can also be seen in their willingness to board tiny (28 foot) whaling 

boats, harpoon in hand, in pursuit of enormous sperm whales36. The whales might be about 60 feet and weigh about 60 

                                                
likewise a testament to Greek engineering brilliance (and the resistance of the structure to earthquake). It is “an enduring symbol of ancient 
Greece, Athenian democracy.” and Western Civilisation https://www.history.com/topics/ancient-greece/parthenon.  
29 The Saga of Asgard is inaccessible to most, in a way that ancient writings in Latin and Greek may not be. 
30 The first Longitude Act, in 1714. The size of the prize and the activity it generated had enormous economic and political impact. Earlier 
prizes had been offered in France, Portugal and Holland, all of which had navigational ambitions and a number of notable explorers. Paris 
and London competed over the siting of the prime meridian, adopted by the UK in 1851 and ultimately agreed to be at Greenwich, by 
international convention at Greenwich in October 1911.  
31 Longitude: The story of a lone genius who solved the Greatest Scientific Problem of his Time, 1995. Dava Sobell’s later books Galileo’s 
daughter and The Planets are probably two to add to the list.  
32 https://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/see-and-do/clockmakers-museum  
33 The tallest mast is 152 feet (now visible at the restored vessel in the graving dock at Greenwich), almost the height of Nelson’s column 
which few would wish to scale, even stable on dry land on a sunny day. Any crewmember who fell into the South Atlantic waters might have 
little hope of recovery. 
34 Cutty Sark (2012), All About Shippingtouching on her trading history and reconstruction at Greenwich, within site of the Greenwich 
Observatory: https://allaboutshipping.co.uk/2012/04/24/cutty-sark-the-great-survivor/ 
35 https://www.rmg.co.uk/cutty-sark/history  
36 Whaling has been subject to a wide-ranging ban since 1986.  

https://www.history.com/topics/ancient-greece/parthenon
https://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/see-and-do/clockmakers-museum
https://allaboutshipping.co.uk/2012/04/24/cutty-sark-the-great-survivor/
https://www.rmg.co.uk/cutty-sark/history
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tons. The whalers would often be dragged miles from the mother ship across the Pacific, once the harpoon hit its 

target37. 

 

Moby Dick (Herman Melville)38 is an inspiring, though somewhat daunting, book for lockdown, for the tale itself and for 

the power and the unusual quality of the language, a long read for the long haul, much like Don Quixote or Ulysses39 

(something of a literary equivalent of a winter ascent of K2). It is something of a biblical epic, the subject of endless 

review and analysis. The book was published in the USA in 1851, the same year as the Great Exhibition, housed in 

Paxton’s magnificent crystal palace in London, a celebration of modernity. The account of the true voyage of the 

whaling ship on which it is based (the Essex40) is a shocking, sad, dreadful tale of cannibalism and survival against all 

odds cast adrift in the open Pacific about 4,000 miles of Chile, after the whale had sunk the ship, but again is a 

remarkable testament to human spirit41. The impact is graven on the faces in photographs of the men who survived, 

notably the First Mate Owen Chase prematurely aged by the horror of the voyage (and perhaps the consequences of 

survival when others did not). Vast fortunes were earned in hunting for whale oil, before transition to mineral oil, but at 

huge personal cost. 

 

Isolation was a real risk for mariners, especially at a time when navigation was approximate and ships were driven 

only by the wind, subject to storms, to the perils of the seas and the risk of shipwreck, with no ability to communicate 

with the shore at any distance from land. Robinson Crusoe (1719) is a great read in lockdown, although the language is 

distinctly unfamiliar. For a large part, the tale is not so much temporary (inconvenient) lockdown, as total (accidental) 

isolation, without prospect of recovery. 

 

That was not an unknown phenomenon. By comparison to current experience, semi-permanent compulsory isolation 

was common, a sort of imprisonment without prospect of return to normality, not only in the 18th Century but almost 

all the way up to date. For example, until the discovery of streptomycin in 1943, huge numbers of the population that 

had contracted tuberculosis were placed, effectively confined, in vast sanatoriums as a fixed policy to reduce the quite 

extraordinary catalogue of deaths, well away from the healthy public, with little or no prospect of cure ever, other than 

by rest, sunshine and improved diet. The BCG vaccine had been developed several years earlier and began to be widely 

used in the UK only in the 1950s42. Many only left sanatoriums at the point of death; quite different to the COVID-19 

experience.   

 

Troy, Mycenae and Knossos 
It may be that in lockdown the time has finally come to read The Iliad and The Odyssey, both inextricably linked to the 

sea. The outline of the tales is enormously widely known, though probably not the detail. The fact that we know so 

much about the protagonists is remarkable. How many British characters of the Middle/Late Bronze Age (1300/1200 

BC?) are as well known today as Menelaus, Agamemnon, Achilles, Odysseus, Priam, Hector, Paris, and Helen (whose 

face reputedly launched a thousand ships), let alone the detail of their battles, voyages, and ordeals? None. 

 

Two much more recent and more scientific books about the Eastern Mediterranean might be of more immediate 

interest. The Bull of Minos43 describes the late 19th Century excavations at Troy (Ilium) by the wealthy amateur German 

archaeologist (and adventurer) Heinrich Schliemann, apparently inspired by his belief that The Iliad contained historical 

fact. He appears to have succeeded, though the matter is of academic controversy and there are multiple layers of city 

at that location. It also describes his later excavations south-west of Athens at Mycenae (seeking the palace of 

                                                
37 https://nha.org/visit/museums-and-tours/whaling-museum/  
38 Penguin books 
39 Apart from anything else Ulysseys is well known for its vast vocabulary 
40 In the Heart of the Sea, Nathaniel Philbrick 
41 https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/the-true-life-horror-that-inspired-moby-dick-17576/  
42 https://www.britannica.com/science/BCG-vaccine 
43 Leonard Cottrell, 1953, PAN books.  
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Agamemnon on the Greek mainland). In the early 20th Century, inspired by Schliemann, Arthur Evans, another gifted 

and wealthy amateur British archaeologist, carried out extensive excavations at the palace of Knossos, part of the 

older lost Minoan civilisation on Crete. The elaborate drainage system under the palace may be the inspiration for the 

myth of the labyrinth occupied by the Minotaur. A short book of 200 pages, it reads like a detective novel.  

 

Troy and Mycenae collapsed in about 1200 BC. Indeed, there was widespread collapse of civilisation right across the 

Eastern Mediterranean at that time, the cause(s) of which has, have or had been something of a mystery. The answer 

may be in a remarkable book by Professor Mike Baillie, Exodus to Arthur, a scientific book that also reads like a 

detective novel44. He describes the science of dendrochronology (the study of tree rings) and the enormous archives of 

data compiled on trees accumulated over more than one hundred years, the data itself dating back several thousand 

years. Some trees live for more than 4,000 years (Bristlecone pines). The tree ring data from such trees has been 

correlated with ancient felled timbers. It forms a remarkable chronology. He notes certain dates of key years (or 

periods) including 1628 BC (Exodus?), 1159 BC, and 540 AD (Arthur?) when tree rings show serious growth difficulties. 

He then compares this data to the data banks of, for example, high acidity in ice cores (which go back several hundred 

thousand years). An initial theory was that the growth difficulties were attributable to large volcanic explosions45 and 

that the first (1628 BC) might be the global effect of the eruption of Santorini in the Cyclades (the encircling islands), 

where modern cruise ships now sail into the caldera. The pyroclastic flow from the explosion would not have reached 

the northern coast of Crete to engulf the palace at Knossos, as pyroclastic flow from Vesuvius overwhelmed and 

buried Pompeii and Herculaneum (79 AD). However, a huge quantity of material was ejected into the atmosphere46 and 

would have travelled enormous distances from Santorini to be deposited on Crete (and elsewhere). The eruption 

would also have caused a huge tsunami or a series of tsunamis that would have spread from Santorini, impacting the 

northern coast of Crete (where Knossos is located) and potentially travelling well beyond, as far as modern Syria, 

Lebanon and Egypt. The scale of the eruption (and related phenomena) apparently would have been visible from Egypt 

(at the time of Exodus?). 

 

Substantial volcanic eruptions are known to eject huge quantities of material into the atmosphere. Just one example is 

the eruption of Mount Tambora in Indonesia which occurred in 1815 (right at the end of the Napoleonic Wars) and had 

a widespread, if not global, effect on the climate. The event was followed by ‘The Year Without Summer’ in 1816. The 

likely evidence might be seen in the night sky at dusk - in the National Gallery, in Turner’s picture the Fighting 

Temeraire47, in the red sunset. Some, though vastly older, were incomparably larger. For example the Yellowstone 

caldera is 30/45 miles across and covers nearly 4,000 square kilometres. 

 

Palaeontology, archaeology, and now tree rings and ice cores enable us to look directly ever further into the distant 

past. Trees are living things that carry the past in themselves, just as we have now found that our own past is carried in 

our DNA, in the human genome. DNA sequencing has been an essential part of the fight against COVID-19, in the 

genome sequencing carried out in China. Analysing what the virus is, how it is made up, is the basis for the 

development of vaccine. 

 

MYTHS, LEGENDS, COMETS, AND CHINA (EXTINCTION EVENTS?)  
Professor Baillie (a palaeoecologist) then embarks on a fascinating review of myths, legends and ancient writings in 

Europe and in China, correlating their implications with the scientific data to suggest noteworthy environmental events 

                                                
44 A useful short summary of the book was published by New Scientist in 1999: https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg16121685-700-
exodus-to-arthur-by-mike-baillie/  
45“Exodus to Arthur: Catastrophic encounters with comets”; see also https://www.nytimes.com/1985/12/24/science/new-find-is-linked-to-
events-to-exodus.html   
46 Possibly 60 cubic kilometres of magma http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/5287124.stm, possibly the largest eruption in human history. It 
would have dwarfed the eruption at Mount St Helens (1980) and the eruptions of Eyjafjallajökull in Iceland in 2010, which are said to have 
resulted in the largest air-traffic shut-down in living memory. http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/8621407.stm  
47 The vessel had done sterling service at Trafalgar in 1805 and was painted in 1838. Also see: https://chinadialogue.net/en/climate/1465-
old-masters-new-climate-lessons/  

https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg16121685-700-exodus-to-arthur-by-mike-baillie/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg16121685-700-exodus-to-arthur-by-mike-baillie/
https://www.nytimes.com/1985/12/24/science/new-find-is-linked-to-events-to-exodus.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1985/12/24/science/new-find-is-linked-to-events-to-exodus.html
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/5287124.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/8621407.stm
https://chinadialogue.net/en/climate/1465-old-masters-new-climate-lessons/
https://chinadialogue.net/en/climate/1465-old-masters-new-climate-lessons/
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evidenced by tree rings and ice cores. He suggests that these might contain a core element of historical fact (a view to 

which Schliemann apparently subscribed, as to the works of Homer). His conclusion needs to be read; indeed the 

whole book is a compelling read. However, in brief, he suggests that this series of reduced tree rings record events 

that had a devastating impact on civilisation(s), and that the most likely cause is not planetary conjunctions. Nor can 

these be attributed only to major volcanic events, but might be caused by arrivals from the sky, in the form of cometary 

debris or even impacts. This sounds mythical, and perhaps in a way it is. 

 

It is certainly known that cometary impacts can have devastating consequences, as has been observed in the modern 

era with the impact on Jupiter of the Shoemaker-Levy comet in 199448. As Professor Baillie suggests, fears of comets 

may not have been mere (ignorant) superstition but long-held folk memory of the effects of close cometary pass (and 

break up in the atmosphere) or cometary impact, subsequent crop failures and starvation, leading to widespread 

illness. 

 

Professor Baillie looks at the dates of the beginning and ending of Chinese dynasties, specifically the Xia, Shang and 

Zhou dynasties49 (focussing on the start and the end of the Shang dynasty) from Chinese writings and the extent that 

these can be correlated with records of cometary observations and with tree rings dates. (Incidentally, he notes the 

appearance of Halley’s comet in 1059 BC.) He observes that comets are often described in literature as dragons, 

perhaps for the tails that follow them (in contrast to meteorites) when they come close to the Sun (and dragon imagery 

is widespread globally across cultures50). As to the tails, the heat of the Sun apparently evaporates the comet’s gases, 

causing the comet to emit dust and micro-particles. The flow of the tail is apparently affected by the sun's radiation 

pressure (the solar wind) and therefore the tail faces away from the Sun (as the Chinese had observed). He notes, 

however, that the appearance or close pass of a comet was seen in the past in China as a bad omen51 and that this in 

turn may somehow have precipitated the end of dynasties, although the dates may not correlate well with the specific 

catastrophe dates he has previously addressed in his text52. Written records and narratives might often not fit well with 

scientific data, for whatever reason. Dating of historical events in the past, especially the distant past, is clearly difficult 

and some of it the subject of considerable academic debate.  

 

Sir David Attenborough refers to five main “species extinction events” stretching out over an enormous time period53. 

The most famous is probably the comet or meteorite impact on the Yucatan peninsula 65 million years ago that 

apparently brought the era of dinosaurs to an end54. Many of these five extinctions are thought to be attributable to 

impact events. The Yucatan theory has been known for many years, movingly portrayed in Fantasia (1941). If Professor 

Baillie is right, however, there may have been two or three “civilisation extinctions”, or at least very severe damage, 

over the last 4,000 years (a dramatically shorter period) and over which we have no control. This contrasts with the 

current threat of “climate change extinction” to which Sir David Attenborough now seeks to draw attention, induced, 

according to modern theory, by anthropogenic carbon; that is carbon released as a result of human activity, which he 

sets in the context of COVID-19. We may now indeed be in the Anthropocene55. 

 

                                                
48 https://science.nasa.gov/science-news/news-articles/the-lasting-impacts-comet-shoemaker-levy-9; there is an excellent section on 
impacts in Bill Bryson’s book A Short History of Nearly Everything, 2003 Doubleday (chapter 13, Bang!). This is an accessible book covering 
an enormous scope as the title suggests (500 pages). Charles Van Doren’s book (Ballantine Books, New York 1992) A History of 
Knowledge likewise covers a huge range, but in fewer pages (400). He describes Newton as the “pre-eminent scientific genius of all time”  
49 See also: http://adsabs.harvard.edu/full/1998ncdb.conf..187P  
50 http://pre-columbian-cultures-language.2324888.n4.nabble.com/Quetzalcoatl-a-comet-td5761.html 
51https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Observational_history_of_comets#:~:text=Ancient%20Chinese%20made%20important%20decisions,specifica
lly%20to%20watch%20for%20them  
52 It is recorded elsewhere that Chinese observations have recorded nearly 400 comet observations in more than 2,000 years, and about 30 
observations of Halley’s comet. Chinese comet records apparently date back to about 600 BC, and there may have been records beyond 
that. It is said to be the most accurate and comprehensive record in the ancient and medieval world, a hugely important repository of 
information: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Historical_comet_observations_in_China.   
53 https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2020/sep/13/extinction-the-facts-review-a-heartbreaking-warning-from-david-attenborough  
54 https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p08xc2lh  
55https://www.nationalgeographic.org/encyclopedia/anthropocene/#:~:text=Noun,constitute%20a%20distinct%20geological%20change.  

https://science.nasa.gov/science-news/news-articles/the-lasting-impacts-comet-shoemaker-levy-9
http://adsabs.harvard.edu/full/1998ncdb.conf..187P
http://pre-columbian-cultures-language.2324888.n4.nabble.com/Quetzalcoatl-a-comet-td5761.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Observational_history_of_comets#:~:text=Ancient%20Chinese%20made%20important%20decisions,specifically%20to%20watch%20for%20them
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Observational_history_of_comets#:~:text=Ancient%20Chinese%20made%20important%20decisions,specifically%20to%20watch%20for%20them
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Historical_comet_observations_in_China
https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2020/sep/13/extinction-the-facts-review-a-heartbreaking-warning-from-david-attenborough
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p08xc2lh
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/encyclopedia/anthropocene/#:~:text=Noun,constitute%20a%20distinct%20geological%20change


 

10 
© Rhys Clift  

Professor Baillie56 also suggests comet activity is to be found in old Irish myths and even in Beowulf57, which records an 

event in 540 AD that might be the foundation of the Arthurian legends and may have ushered in the Dark Ages in 

Europe. 

 

The book Exodus to Arthur is a gem. It may now be generally accepted that myths and legends are tales that have 

grown around what may well have been a core of real people and events (though in the past that might have been 

thought risible), although exaggeration, erosion of fact, and possibly the amalgamation of otherwise unrelated 

different people and events may make reliable interpretation very difficult. However, it is interesting that the date of 

Beowulf’s fatal struggle with a “dragon” (540 AD), according to Baillie, was the way in which a highly visible comet was 

remembered. The date coincides closely with the Plague of Justinian (541/549 AD), caused by the bacterium Yersinia 

pestis, also the cause of the Black Death in the 14th Century, the latter being the most serious and most deadly 

pandemic in the last 2,000 years58. The astronomer Fred Hoyle was of the view that comets might be the source of 

human illness, particularly seasonal influenza. Curiously, the etymology of the word influenza is “visitation, influence 

of the stars”59. Hoyle’s theory is not widely shared in the modern era, but was widespread in the past. It is not a view 

shared by Isaac Asimov60. It may be an interesting fact, or mere coincidence, that the Earth passed through the tail of 

Halley’s comet in 1910, eight years before the great Spanish flu pandemic (1917/1918), the last great pandemic before 

the advent of COVID-1961.  

 

Using the same methodology, Professor Baillie also (tentatively) puts forward another tree ring date as a date of the 

biblical flood (2354 BC). There are of course many flood myths, one of the oldest of which is the Epic of Gilgamesh 

(amongst the oldest works of literature and not an easily accessible read)62. Professor Baillie is not the only one to 

seek to use scientific method to identify the location of a biblical flood. Another is Robert Ballard of the Oceanographic 

Institute at Woods Hole at the base of Cape Cod (about 50 miles from Nantucket) who discovered the wreck of the 

Titanic63. Folk memories of flood may go back to the end of the last ice age, and be recorded somehow in myths, even if 

unrelated to comets, with the progressive and dramatic change to the shape of the British coastline, as an example, as 

the water level rose64. Just one example may be the Welsh myth of the flooding of Cantre’r Gwaelod in Cardigan Bay, 

and some of the evidence may be there in the petrified forest in the sands between Borth and Ynyslas, just due north of 

Aberystwyth on the Welsh coast, assessed to be about 4,500 years old. And yet, it is unrealistic to suppose that there 

was only one flood event that was memorable. There may have been (very) many. 

 

REAL EFFECTS OF CONJUNCTIONS? 
So do planetary conjunctions have real effects? And do the Gods have any role? 

 

The sinking of the Titanic is of enduring interest to those engaged in maritime business, and well beyond. This is for 

multiple reasons, including the scale of the deaths, the wealth and fame of some of the passengers, the length of time 

the vessel took to sink in a calm sea (while passengers and crew were without hope of rapid rescue), and that the 

                                                
56 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/baillie-s-theory-of-catastrophic-comets-1.240589  
57 A new translation of Beowulf was published by Seamus Heaney in 2000 (W.W. Norton & Co ltd New York). The text contains more than 
50 references to dragons. 
58 A Choice of Catastrophes, Isaac Asimov p.247 et seq, Fawcett Columbine, New York, 1979. Asimov is best known for his science fiction, 
but highly regarded for his scientific knowledge (for example by Carl Sagan, https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/3/140316-carl-
sagan-science-galaxies-space/ ); and https://www.nasa.gov/exploration/whyweexplore/Why_We_17.html 
59 https://www.etymonline.com/word/influenza 
60 A Choice of Catastrophes.  
61 https://www.cdc.gov/flu/pandemic-resources/1918-pandemic-h1n1.html which killed about 50 million globally, about 600,000 of whom in 
the USA. 
62 Mesopotamia about 2,000 BC, the oldest writings being the Pyramid texts in Saqqara (Egypt) which show man’s long term fascination 
with and knowledge of the night sky. 
63 https://www.independent.co.uk/news/science/explorer-who-discovered-the-titanic-sets-out-to-prove-that-noah-s-flood-formed-black-sea-
97305.html  
64 Britain BC , Francis Pryor (Harper Perennial), 2003/2004, pages 108/109 
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11 
© Rhys Clift  

vessel was at the cutting edge of technology at the time; also for the fact that the sinking catalysed international 

cooperation for maritime safety. It is the origin of SOLAS, the Convention for the Safety of Life at Sea, and the 

comprehensive adoption of radiotelegraphy at sea. The great steamships, originally as ocean liners, are at the heart of 

modern globalisation on which the whole modern way of life is based, a testament to the huge, enduring importance of 

the maritime trade.  

 

The ship and its loss have been the subject of endless, repeated speculation, some curious ideas and novel theories. At 

the centenary of the sinking in 2012, a team of astronomers in Texas State University put forward the theory that ice 

from the great Greenland (Jakobshavn) glacier which normally grounds and melts on the forbidding Labrador coast 

was washed off into the Labrador current to drift south into the seaway by an unusually high tide. That high tide, they 

suggest, was driven by the closest approach of the Moon to the Earth in 1,400 years (the perigee) in conjunction with 

the closest approach of the Earth to the Sun (the perihelion) the day before65. Gravity playing its part in the sinking of 

Titanic. Another theory is that the meeting between an (abnormally) large amount of cold water and warmer water 

caused unusual atmospheric conditions and a curious optical effect (thermal inversion and a false horizon). This might 

have made the iceberg difficult to see on a clear, cold, still night in a flat calm; a night densely packed with stars, which 

might have been almost white to the horizon (real or illusory)66. There are, of course, other theories, such as a 

structural failure caused in part by impact damage to a riveted metal hull weakened by an uncontrolled fire in one of 

the ship’s bunkers. The investigation of the cause of maritime casualties and their economic consequences (for 

example as to contracts or insurance coverages) remains one of fascination.  

 

All a matter of physics, then? Alternatively, it may be that in a structure driven by the gift of Prometheus, man felt the 

consequences of a passing embrace between Selene and Helios under a canopy of stars held up by Atlas67.  

As to COVID-19, at least, we are very much in the hands of the scientists, but who knows in what measure fate is 

written in the stars?  

 

KNOWLEDGE, LANGUAGE AND CULTURE  
We live in a knowledge economy, it is said, and that knowledge resides in words (and numbers) in books, and online. If 

the power were ever to be turned off by some catastrophe, books would be vital. Libraries have an enduring value and 

necessity. This is how we stand on the shoulders of giants. Their destruction can have long-term consequences; it 

certainly has in the past68. However, much of the information they contain can only be accessed if the language is 

intelligible.  

 

It is understandable, but nonetheless something of a curiosity, that information is accessible in the West in Latin and 

ancient Greek69, going back 2,500 years, but much more recent material written in what we might consider to be ‘our 

own language’ is incomprehensible. English with its complex etymology has assimilated a large lexicon of words from 

Greek, Latin (and German) amongst other languages, with some new words created by linguistic miscegenation (of 

which television is obvious example). Counting backwards the language becomes progressively less familiar. Take 

Dombey &Son, Dickens’ huge work on the shipping quarter in London (1846), another one for lockdown for those with 

an interest in shipping, and the shipping quarter in the eastern part of the City of London. Then Robinson Crusoe, 

                                                
65https://sservi.nasa.gov/articles/did-the-moon-contribute-to-the-sinking-of-the-titanic/; https://www.texasmonthly.com/articles/did-the-moon-
sink-the-titanic/  
66 https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/did-the-titanic-sink-because-of-an-optical-illusion-102040309/  
67 https://www.amazon.co.uk/Titanic-Rhys-Clift-ebook/dp/B07NYG8PCH; Journal of Transportation Law Logistics and Policy, Vol 79, Issue 
number 3 (2012), p 205 
68 https://www.britannica.com/topic/Library-of-Alexandria (yet another testament to the brilliance of the ancient Greeks). 
69 There may be 150,000 words of Greek derivation in modern English https://www.britishcouncil.org/voices-magazine/how-has-greek-
influenced-english-
language#:~:text=According%20to%20one%20estimate%2C%20more,%2C%20photo%2C%20phrase%2C%20philanthropy. About 80% of 
words in the English dictionary are said to be borrowed from Latin https://www.dictionary.com/e/word-
origins/#:~:text=About%2080%20percent%20of%20the,rises%20to%20over%2090%20percent.  
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https://www.texasmonthly.com/articles/did-the-moon-sink-the-titanic/
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https://www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/did-the-titanic-sink-because-of-an-optical-illusion-102040309/
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Titanic-Rhys-Clift-ebook/dp/B07NYG8PCH
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https://www.britishcouncil.org/voices-magazine/how-has-greek-influenced-english-language#:~:text=According%20to%20one%20estimate%2C%20more,%2C%20photo%2C%20phrase%2C%20philanthropy
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readable but quite different. By contrast, further back Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (1387 AD) cannot easily be read by 

most without notes and a glossary of terms.  

 

Incidentally, the Black Death was a formative experience for Chaucer. Apparently, he first encountered it as a child. 

His family reputedly inherited property as a result of death from plague. Plague apparently recurred five times during 

his lifetime70 (as it did intermittently from 540 AD until the 19th Century). If so, he lived through the worst of it. Little 

wonder that he included reference to it in his writings (in The Pardoner’s tale). Chaucer reputedly had rooms at one 

time in the Aldgate, the most easterly gate into the old Roman city of London, only about 100 yards from where Pepys 

was living in Seething lane, 300 years later71, and about half a mile from where the Chaucer’s pilgrims gathered at 

Southwark Cathedral before setting out for Canterbury.  

 

Looking further back, certain versions of the Arthurian legends (say Malory’s Morte d’Artur, 1175 AD, five years after 

the death of Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury) are practically opaque to modern eyes, although the stories 

may be generally known. The language in Beowulf (540 AD?) is similarly quite different before the Norman Conquest, 

hence the need for Heaney’s translation. None of this would make an easy lockdown read72. 

 

Language is essential for access to knowledge and culture, and particularly for access to business73, and the mastery 

of words is central to the practice of the law. The law is in some senses a battle with words and uses an extraordinary 

range to seek precision. Where else in this era would one hear the word “advert” used as a verb and not an 

abbreviated noun?  

 

The approaching Chinese New Year is pause for thought about the relative inaccessibility of Chinese to many if not 

most in the West, although it may be the language spoken by the largest percentage of the human population, as their 

first or native tongue. We know many names of real people, politicians, military men, authors, philosophers, 

playwrights, and mathematicians from Classical Greece, going back more than 2,000 years. The same is not true in the 

West of the past in China, save for Confucius who is widely regarded as one of the most influential individuals in human 

history. In large part that must be because of inaccessibility of the language. 

 

In the modern era, the curriculum in British schools might have embraced French and German, possibly Latin (for 

obvious reasons). Ancient Greek has become largely a minority interest. Spanish is a relatively modern innovation 

(despite the number of speakers, globally). All this at a time when, notably in the last 30 or 40 years, English has 

become enormously widespread. It has become the lingua franca of the modern world74, progressively since the end of 

the Second World War. It may be that learning foreign languages has, for first language English speakers, declined in 

inverse proportion to the spread of English. 

 

Perhaps this might explain, in part, why it was only very recently that the focus has shifted to the realisation of the 

importance of learning Chinese. There may be some surprises about the role played by China in the birth of 

                                                
70 Which killed on one estimate 30-60% of the pollution of Europe and possibly 100 million people worldwide, with wide ranging social, 
political and economic consequences. Recent DNA research has demonstrated the probable cause was Yersinia pestis, brought to Europe 
by the maritime trade and thereafter spreading widely and quickly on the land. This (14th Century) was at a time of no understanding of 
cause and no hope of treatment or medical cure. https://www.britannica.com/topic/Library-of-Alexandria. Plague still exists but can be 
treated if acted very quickly upon with antibiotics https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/plague.  
71 https://www.londonremembers.com/memorials/chaucer-and-aldgate 
72The seminal modern work on plague is Albert Camus’ La Peste, a fictional account of plague in Oran, Algeria 
https://englishstudies.blogs.sas.ac.uk/2020/06/15/on-re-reading-the-plague-during-lockdown-after-half-a-century/ (previously a Roman port, 
now a major city in North West Algeria).  
73The British Council has something of a negative view of British abilities in this respect 
https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/learners/skills/reading/british-worst-learning-
languages#:~:text=Let's%20look%20at%20some%20statistics,population%20speak%20three%20or%20more.  
74https://elt.oup.com/catalogue/items/global/linguistics/oxford_applied_linguistics/9780194375009?cc=gb&selLanguage=en  

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Library-of-Alexandria
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/plague
https://englishstudies.blogs.sas.ac.uk/2020/06/15/on-re-reading-the-plague-during-lockdown-after-half-a-century/
https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/learners/skills/reading/british-worst-learning-languages#:~:text=Let's%20look%20at%20some%20statistics,population%20speak%20three%20or%20more
https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/learners/skills/reading/british-worst-learning-languages#:~:text=Let's%20look%20at%20some%20statistics,population%20speak%20three%20or%20more
https://elt.oup.com/catalogue/items/global/linguistics/oxford_applied_linguistics/9780194375009?cc=gb&selLanguage=en
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globalisation.75 In the modern economy China has a huge role, as the sheer scale of its imports and exports attest, as 

does the huge size of its blue water fleets, and the range and depth of its shipbuilding capacity. UK trade with China 

has increased rapidly since the turn of the century76. 

 

The UCL Institute for Education has been supporting schools in the teaching of Chinese only since 2007, shortly before 

the Beijing Olympic Games in 2008 showcased the stunning changes underway in China. The British Council has since 

set out certain objectives in this respect: “Generation UK was launched by the British Council in 2013. By 2020, it aims to 

help 80,000 students from the UK boost their employability, enhance their long-term job prospects, and develop a global 

mind-set through study and work experience opportunities in China”77. Mandarin Chinese is identified by the British 

Council as “…one of the most important languages for this country’s future …hardly surprising, given the size of China’s 

economy, and the fact that Mandarin is spoken by around 800 million people”78. This, with the enormous growth of the 

Chinese economy, must be self-evident79. It might be of even greater significance following the departure of the UK 

from the European Union. 

 

Learning Mandarin Chinese might then be an ultimate objective in lockdown, if it were feasible, in addition to taking the 

opportunity to gain knowledge in one’s own field, and beyond reading many of the books that might otherwise gather 

dust on the shelves, whether novels, historical tomes or expanding one’s knowledge of the night sky. The dawn of the 

Year of the Ox might be the time for individuals and businesses to resolve to learn a workable number of Chinese 

characters, to gain some direct access to Chinese people, knowledge, culture, and business.  

 

 新年快乐! (Happy New Year!) 
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75 The Silver Way published (in English) in 2017 by Penguin Specials is another short but illuminating lockdown read, describing the growth 
in trade over the Pacific from China to Mexico and thence to Spain and to Europe (1565-1815). Some small books, whether fact or fiction, 
are a delight to read (or re-read) in lockdown. The compression of a maximum of information (or entertainment) into a minimum number of 
words is a considerable skill. Hence Mark Twain: “I didn't have time to write you a short letter, so I wrote you a long one”. Other notable 
short books, The Old Man and the Sea (Hemmingway), Snow Goose (Gallico) and Le Petit Prince (Saint-Exupery) are great lockdown 
reads. The last of these by the great French novelist and aviator is said to be one of the highest selling books ever, and one of the most 
translated (over 300 languages), including 50 translations into Chinese.  
76 https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-7379/ 
77 https://www.britishcouncil.cn/en/programmes/education/generation-uk/about 
78 https://www.britishcouncil.org/voices-magazine/ideas-uk-schools-teach-mandarin-chinese 
79https://www.unrisd.org/80256B3C005BD6AB/%28httpAuxPages%29/2893F14F41998392C1257BC600385B21/$file/China%27s%20growt
h%20miracle%200808.pdf  
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