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ABSTRACT:
Introduction: Reviews for COVID-19 should reflect historical antecedents from previous pandemics.
Objective: We plan to map the content of recent reviews in the nursing area on COVID-19 to see if it
refers to health crises due to epidemics and infectious diseases.
Methodology: Descriptive narrative review. The Science Web, PubMed and Lilacs were consulted to
identify the reviews; The content of the documents was consulted to detect the presence of descriptors
and terms related to pandemics prior to the 21st century of humanity, taking into account the inclusion
criteria and objectives of the study.
Results: Relevant reviews were found only in 11 documents of the 192 identified.
Conclusions: There may be reluctance to use documentation published more than a century ago;
However, it would be advisable not to lose the historical memory of pandemic crises that humanity has
suffered for millennia
Key words: Pandemics; Epidemics; History; Ancient History.

RESUMEN
Introducción: Las revisiones sobre COVID-19 deberían reflejar antecedentes históricos de anteriores
pandemias.
Objetivo: Nos planteamos mapear el contenido de revisiones recientes, en el área de enfermería,
sobre COVID-19 para comprobar si se hace alusión a crisis sanitarias por epidemias y por
enfermedades infecciosas.
Metodología. Revisión narrativa descriptiva. Se consultaron la Web de la Ciencia, PubMed y Lilacs
para identificar las revisiones; se consultó el contenido de los documentos para detectar la presencia
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de descriptores y términos relativos a las pandemias anteriores al siglo XXI de la humanidad
atendiendo a los criterios de inclusión y objetivos del estudio.
Resultados: Sólo en 11 documentos de los 192 identificados se localizaron reseñas pertinentes.
Conclusiones: Puede existir reticencias a la hora de utilizar documentación publicada hace más de un
siglo; sin embargo sería aconsejable no perder la memoria histórica de crisis pandémicas que ha
padecido la humanidad durante milenios.
Palabras clave: Pandemias; Epidemias; Historia; Historia Antigua.

INTRODUCTION
Since Coronavirus disease, responsible for COVID-19, emerged at the end of 2019,
and subsequently since the declaration of the disease as a pandemic in March 2020,
there has never been before such an increase in publications in journals indexed in the
main bibliographic databases in just 12 months. These Bibliographic Databases have
been open access for researchers and health care professionals. However, when we
write about health crises, we should reasonably document the arguments bearing in
mind the historical bibliography that support that epidemics and pandemics have
existed for centuries. Documents written in all types of support on plague, typhus (gaol
fever), whooping cough, measles, cholera, influenza, AIDS (HIV), meningitis,
tuberculosis, could remind us that the situation created by the COVID-19 is not new.
Infectious diseases in the form of epidemics or pandemics have accompanied the
human race throughout history.
The correct use of terminology is also important. To consult the meaning of, among
other concepts, epidemiology, plague, epidemic, pandemic, endemic, epidemiological
outbreak, zoonosis, lazaretto, the dictionary of medical terms of the Royal Academy of
Medicine of Spain(1) can be consulted.
Detecting the oldest pandemics of human kind and those that have caused the
greatest number of deaths could be the first step. The following table, self-elaborated
and based on a wide variety of literature and sources, lists the oldest and deadliest
epidemics and pandemics.
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Major epidemics and pandemics
Classification
Years
Name
1200 BC
Influenza
429 BC
Plague of Athens
Oldest epidemics and pandemics
412 BC
Athens Epidemic
165 AC
Antonine Plague
250 AC
Plague of Cyprian
1346
Black Death
1918
Spanish Flu
Since 1981 AIDS
541
Plague of Justinian
1545 &1576 Cocoliztli Epidemics
Deadliest epidemics and pandemics
1520
Smallpox Epidemic in Tecnochtitlan
(over 1 million deaths, ranked by
165
Antonine Plague
highest mortality)
1772
Persian Plague
1656
Naples Plague
1957
Asian Flu
1968
Hong Kong Flu
Since 2019 COVID-19
Epidemics in Art
As a mere matter of extension and due to the subject matter of this journal, only a few
samples have been cited in literature and painting, bearing in mind that there are other
examples in architecture, sculpture, music, dance and cinema.
In literature, references to pandemics and epidemics, generally plague, in different
classical and modern texts can be easily found. In the fifth century B.C. Thucydides,
father of scientific historiography, and Sophocles made references in their works to the
plague that devastated Athens(2). The Decameron, written in 1352 by Boccaccio,
begins with a description of the bubonic plague that struck Florence in 1348 and how a
group of ten young people fleeing from the plague, take refuge in a villa on the
outskirts of Florence(3-5).The diseases that devastated London during the 16th century
are reflected in Shakespeare's plays; in Romeo and Juliet the plague and the
quarantine of Verona play a crucial role(6). Daniel Defoe in A Journal of the Plague
Year which relates the Great Plague of London (1665) describes situations that seem
to be current nowadays because they are so similar(7). The Plague, by Albert Camus
published in 1947, tells the story of some doctors who discovered the sense of
solidarity in their humanitarian work in the city of Oran while it was struck by an
epidemic of plague; the text begins with a quote from the aforementioned Defoe: " It is
as reasonable to represent one kind of imprisonment by another as it is to represent
anything that really exists by that which exists not" 7).
In paintings there are numerous samples of infectious diseases (plague, leprosy,
tuberculosis and syphilis, etc.) and the fear they caused in the population and their
socio-cultural implications. The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, Dürer 1498; St
Roche Among The Plague Victims and The Madonna In Glory, Ponte Basano,1575;
The Plague of Asdod, by Poussin, 1630; The Plague of Athens, by Sweerts, 1652;
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Market Square, the plague of Naples, Gargiulo,1656 and Plague hospital( plague
ridden) Goya in 1798(8) are some examples.
Medical texts on epidemics and pandemics (plague)
Medical historians such as López Piñero(9)or Sánchez Granjel(10), among others,
include in their works authors whose texts contain hidden titles and chapters dealing
with plague and epidemics.
Until the 16th century, we can highlight: The Ebers papyrus that mentions some
pestilential fevers that devastated the population from the margins of the Nile around
the year 2000 B.C; probably the text in which the oldest reference to a collective
suffering is made. Abu Ghiaphar Ibn Khatemar, an Arab physician from Almeria,
described the epidemic that struck Almeria in 1347. Abu Mohamed Ben Alkhathib, an
Arab physician from Granada, wrote in 1348 about the plague that struck this city; Guy
Chauliac in 1363 wrote about the effects of the plague in Avignon and commented
how parents did not visit their children, children did not visit their parents and how
doctors did not risk visiting the sick because they were afraid of being infected.
In the 16th century, the development of printing press and medical humanism merged
together what represented a turning point in the dissemination of books in general and
especially medical books. We can highlight, among hundreds of texts available in
digital libraries such as Dioscorides from the Complutense University or Cervantes
Virtual, authors who refer in their texts to the bubonic plague, to its prevention and
treatment, to collateral effects on society and psychology. We only have to type in their
search forms the term plague, for the period 1501 to 1600 and in authors to identify
titles like Regiment preservatiu e curatiu de la pestilencia written by Alcanys, 1490,
Tratado util e muy provecho contra toda pestilencia and ayre corupto written by Fores
in 1507, Information Book and cure of the plague of Zaragoza, and general
preservation against the plague, written by Porcell in 1565, Remedios preservativos y
curativos para el tiempo de la peste y otras curiosas experiencias written by Martinez
de Leiva in 1597, De natura et conditionibus, praservatione et curatione pestis by Luis
Mercado in 1598.
Lazarettos and other quarantine facilities
Nowadays disused facilities remind us that the isolation of infected people in remote
buildings has existed throughout human history. They are not the current "Noah's
Arks" or "Bubble Groups" or COVID hospitals, but some similarities can be
established.
Until the end of the 19th century, maritime navigation was one of the main
mechanisms for the spread of infectious diseases and a system for the expansion of
epidemics and pandemics(11). The passengers of some ships suspected to be infected
by contagious diseases were confined to buildings for quarantine. Lazarettos were
health facilities for the isolation, disinfection and care of people or animals infected or
suspected of having an epidemic or contagious disease; they were quarantine
stations(1, 11, 12). Articles on the history of specific lazarettos, such as that Mahon one,
remind us the existence of these confinement buildings(13).
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Other sanitary isolation, confinement or isolation facilities for infected people are the
leprosarium (facilities, house or sanitary town destined specifically to provide
healthcare to the patients of leprosy) (1) and the anti-tuberculosis sanatoriums
(generally in mountain areas) like the one in Sierra Espuña in Murcia, the Royal
Sanatorium of Guadarrama in Madrid, the Anti-Tuberculosis Dispensary of Raval in
Barcelona. The document from the Carlos III Health Institute on sanitary architecture
and tuberculosis sanatoriums (14) compiles detailed information on these buildings in
Spain and Europe.
About Spanish flu
The 1917 Influenza pandemic, mistakenly called the Spanish Flu, is the most recent
health crisis in history with the greatest health and socio-economic similarities to the
current COVID-19. Articles about this pandemic were published in the main medical
journals (The British Medical Journal and The Journal of the American Medical
Association).Their authors already presaged future pandemics(15).Alfonso Mendiola in
“Crisis and history or Pandemic and Historiographic Operation” (16) provided a timely
philosophical and historical reflection on the contextualization and/or
decontextualization of the current COVID-19 crisis.
In The great influenza The epic story of the deadliest plague in history (17)the author
tells the epic story of the deadliest plague in history. The well-documented book is
intended for physicians, scientists, health students, and historians as it combines
health issues with science and politics. Understandably and convincingly written, it is a
highly relevant book for the present times of COVID-19(18).
Gould(19) also reviews Barry's text on pandemic influenza and highlights how the book
is told from the perspective of scientists and political leaders. Personal stories are told,
about intuition, physicians and scientists who fought tenaciously the disease with
science. It describes the 2 principles applied at the time: to explore epidemiology and
to track clues in the laboratory.
For Wei(20), 2019 coronavirus disease is the greatest public health crisis since the
1918 influenza pandemic and represents, as it did then, an unprecedented global
threat.

OBJECTIVE
To map the production of knowledge about the history of pandemics; to check whether
literature reviews in the field of pandemic nursing, and especially COVID-19, reflect
historical background, specifically to episodes prior to the 21st century.

METHODOLOGY
A narrative and descriptive literature review has been carried out; online, digital or
virtual libraries have been consulted for the history and conceptual framework, looking
for the terms plague and epidemic as descriptors; the online dictionary of medical
terms of the Royal Academy of Medicine of Spain was consulted.
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The Website of Science (WOS), PubMed and Lilacs were consulted for the review,
with the terms COVID, Coronavirus and pandemic for reviews published from 2020 in
the nursing field. The inclusion criteria were literature reviews on pandemics in general
and COVID-19 in particular in the nursing field published since 2020, as well as other
literature beyond this time frame, relevant to the subject under study. Documents in
Japanese, German, Danish or Swedish were excluded; those that, despite dealing
with pandemic subjects or COVID-19, did not mention historical antecedents to
pandemics prior to the 21st century. A document was excluded because it could not
be recovered. The WOS, the Virtual Library of Murciasalud and Google Scholar have
been used to recover documents (See table 2: flow diagram). The bibliographic
management software EndNote x7 personal license and EndNote Web through the
University of Murcia were used.
Table 2: Flow diagram of the study
Topic: Coronavirus, Covid,
Pandemic

Database:

Type of document: Reviews
Research field: Nursing
Journals
Period Time: year 2020
Exclusions
Language (German, Japanese,
Slavic)
Less relevant due to the title
Unavailable
After the first pre-critical reading
phase, no reference to
pandemics prior to the 20th
century.

4

56

PubMed

32

Lilacs

126

Identifications

214

Duplicated

92

22
192

1
84
181
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RESULTS
Historical research has identified a wealth of literature to base the most remote history
of a pandemic. It was difficult to filter out such a wealth of information that is why only
documentary threads for a more in-depth study of pandemics in humankind have been
reflected in the introduction.
The literature review identified 214 reviews, 22 were duplicated. 185 were excluded
due to language, relevance, and availability.11 reviews were analysed, trying to
identify references of previous pandemic episodes or consequences of previous crises
due to epidemics and pandemics.
Considering the pandemic’s origin
According to Nagib(21) we are constantly invading the space of other living animals.
That is not really news. We forget the history of other diseases that arose from animals
that were domesticated in the Neolithic, more than 10,000 years ago. The era of
agriculture emerged together with the domestication of wild animals.
Addressing impacts on health systems
For Keller (22) SARS-CoV-2 is an extraordinary event in the history of health care
systems. It has had a rapid, universal, and powerful impact on the world, showing
deficiencies in both the resilience of health care systems and the dissemination of best
practices during an evolving situation.
Paterson(23)highlights the critical role of nurses in preventing the further spread of
influenza and reducing the severity of the pandemic, which they consider to be the
most devastating epidemic in history.
Daniela Savi (24) reminds us Nightingale in the present challenges of nursing
management in the COVID-19 pandemic.
In the aforementioned article by Gould(19)on Barry's text(17), S.Johnson 's book "The
Ghost Map: The Story of London's Most Terrifying Epidemic"(25)tells the story of the
cholera outbreak in Victorian London in 1851 that quickly became an epidemic and
how it changed science, cities and the modern world. He creates a realistic account of
life during that time while describing the efforts of the medical community to track the
disease applying scientific methods and a persistent detective work, a model that still
serves to public health providers today. He tells about a committed physician who
tracked the disease without modern epidemiological tools.
Another article by Gould(26), which has not been possible to consult because it was not
available in the resources used, discusses the learning and standards of care in the
COVID-19 disease.
Attention to side effects
Usher(27) comments that throughout history, they have caused enormous loss of life
and, as a result, have generated extreme social suffering.
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For Wei, (20) the COVID-19 pandemic is the greatest public health crisis since the 1918
influenza pandemic and represents an unprecedented global threat.
Other documents of interest
Because of the small number of relevant results found, we propose the reading of
some relevant documents.
Mirzaie(28)carried out a review of the narrative literature on the options of traditional
medicine for the treatment of COVID-19.
Roney(29)describes the need to analyse the sequelae of COVID-19, with
unprecedented effects in history, as it evolves and continues in the coming years.
For Rosa W(30), nurses are leaders in patient care, education and care science. She
analyses how environmental factors, psychosocial characteristics and interpersonal
relationships affect the well-being of nurses and comments how their levels of burnout
and job satisfaction are affected by environment.

CONCLUSIONS
Even if the subject of an article or review is a specific epidemic or pandemic, it may be
relevant to reflect historical facts and ancient literature in order to have knowledge and
evidence that these health crises have been repeated throughout human history.
On the other hand, it is important to substantiate an opinion. The current pandemic is
not an invention; today we have more scientific evidence than three decades ago and
we can see that human race has already experienced multiple epidemics and
pandemics in history. Forgetting the past can be the reason to repeat some historical
facts.
With the relevance of the documents, we have proven that, once more, a health crisis
in the form of a pandemic is once again devastating human kind.
Since there is a lack of a minimal historical perspective in most of the mapped reviews,
we advocate that articles and literature reviews on COVID-19 or other pandemics
reflect, or at least mention, literature referring to previous pandemic crises.
If scientific evidence is essential in health care and in research, memory or historical
evidence is necessary.
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