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From 1720 to 1722, the French city of Marseille, one of eighteenth‐century Europe’s most important port ci es, suffered an 
epidemic of bubonic plague that claimed approximately 45,000 lives in Marseille alone—reportedly about half of the city’s 
popula on. And as a result of various circumstances, including the vested interests of Marseillais authori es in the earliest 
days of the outbreak, the infec on spread from Marseille throughout the French regions of Provence and Languedoc, 
ul mately taking as many as 126,000 lives.  

 

What was it like to live through a major plague outbreak in eighteenth‐century France? What did plague mes look and smell 
like? What did laypeople and local authori es do to protect themselves and their communi es from infec on? I will answer 
these ques ons and more within the context of the 1720 Great Plague of Marseille, or more appropriately, the Peste or 
Plague of Provence—the last of the great outbreaks of bubonic plague on the European con nent. 


