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Choice:  Jeremy Brown, The Eleventh Plague: Jews and Pandemics from the Bible to COVID-19. 

 

This book embodies exceptional erudition on a topic of fundamental importance in Western 

history: the linkage of Jews and disease.  Starting with biblical times, the author retells the story 

of this association comprehensively and authoritatively. The most famous link of Jews with illness 

was the antisemitic charge that Jews caused the Black Death (1348-1349), but this sort of false 

claim can be found both before and after the mid-fourteenth century and continues to appear in 

an extensive outpouring of anti-Jewish hate related to the rise and spread of COVID. What makes 

Brown’s study distinctive and particularly valuable is its knowledge not only of how Jews were 

seen by those outside the Jewish community but also how disease was understood and responded 

to within the Jewish community. So, for example, he competently explores the views of such 

prominent rabbinical figures as the Maharil (1365-1427), the Maharshal (1510-1573), and the 

great sage Moses Isserles (1530-1572). In addition, Brown describes the impact of pandemics in, 

for example, the Rome Ghetto in 1656 and the Prague Ghetto in 1713. This masterwork should 

be available in every library serving history, sociology, and Jewish studies programs, as well as 

in medical schools. 
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