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‘He should not have written Virologica
much later, he noted. “I started forgetting 
things. That surprised me too: how quickly 
you first lose the details and then the 
bigger picture.” Neither could he have 
written it much earlier. “I had to be able to 
distance myself a little from the Covid 
time.”’

De Volkskrant, 11 May 2025



Why we need to 
remember

Remember to cope

Remember to prepare

Remember to improve

Clio in the car of history: Chariot Clock, National 
Statuary Hall, US Capitol



History in medicine
(and vice versa)

• Hippocrates: Medicine 
centred on individual 
case histories

• Denis Pétau: 
Individual cases make 
up the history of the 
world



Historia
Systematic observation of details

Epistemological practice:
• To report observations
• To increase knowledge 
• To legitimize actions

“We are all born under the circumstance that life 
is short. Therefore, mortal men must hand down 
orally or in writing to their descendants all that 
they have seen or heard.” 

Petrus Camper (1758)





Historia in 
policymaking
“Just as history is very useful for 
the good government of public 
affairs because it is said to be the 
mistress of life [magistra vitae], so 
also is it extremely useful for 
curing illness. We learn this 
sufficiently from the example of 
Hippocrates, which teaches that 
written descriptions of epidemics 
[historias epidemicas] should not 
be taken lightly.”

Marsilio Cagnati, Fumanellus, seu dialogus de 
gymnastica (1650) 



Societal unrest
“Shortly before the 
plague actually broke 
out, the boys in Delft 
had shown a morbid 
desire to play funeral 
games: They delighted 
in digging pits and 
carrying coffins there in 
procession.”

Pieter van Foreest in Fruin, 
Verspreide geschriften (1886)



Mechanisms 
for unity 
(Sam Cohn)

• Communal rituals: 
processions, protests 

• Charitable donations to 
the afflicted

• new forms of cooperation 
easing of class, ethnic, 
sectional, and racial 
tensions

• Culture of remembrance



Conclusion

REMEMBER TO REMEMBER!
• Distinguish between a virus 

and an epidemic
• Epidemics are about people
• Focus on lived experience
• Science and politics are 

entangled
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