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Daniel Defoe’s 

A Journal of the Plague Year

and the Burney Newspapers 
Collection as an Archival 
Resource

Scène de la peste de 1720 à la Tourette (Marseille) by Catalan-born French painter Michel Serre
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Daniel Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year (1722)

Daniel Defoe’s 1722 A Journal of the Plague 
Year is a fictionalized retelling of the 
plague the swept through London in 1665.

Bubonic plague broke out in May 1665. An 
estimated 100,000 died, 15% of London’s 
population. 
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Written at a time when the newly born newspaper came into its own…

Defoe was born in c. 1660, five years before the plague of 
London. By the early 1700s, he would have been aswarm in that 
recently born medium of information dissemination: the 
newspaper.

The first daily newspapers appeared in the early 1700s. By the 
1720, there were over 20 daily papers throughout England. 
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Story snippets about plague outbreaks were regularly reported…

The contemporary inspiration for Daniel Defoe’s account appears 
to have been the plague that broke out in Marseilles in 1720.  

However, outbreaks of plague throughout continental Europe, 
the Levant, and North Africa occurred throughout the end of the 
17th and into the early 18th century. 

Post Man and the Historical Account, August 27-30, 1698

Daily Courant, June 11, 1703
Post Man and the Historical Account, Sept. 28-30, 1699



Especially the plague outbreaks from the Great North War…

From The Daily Courant, July 30, 1712

From The Daily Courant, Sept. 5, 1711

From The Daily Courant, Jan. 23, 1706

From The London Gazette, Feb. 23-27, 1713
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…which set the stage for reportage on the outbreak in Marseilles…

British newspapers reported, often briefly, the outbreak of plague during the Great Northern War (1700-1721), 
especially from 1708-1712 where it migrated from south Poland to the Baltic coast in Prussia and struck Hamburg. 
But the outbreak in Marseilles, much closer to London and more devastating, inspired greater concern for a London 
already traumatized by its 1665 experience.

London Journal, July 30-Aug. 6, 1720
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…one of the deadliest outbreaks to appear on the continent…

As the plague worsened through the late summer, 
it would be near impossible for Defoe not to have 
Marseilles in mind when A Journal of the Plague 
Year appeared in 1722. 

Daily Post, Aug. 12, 1720

Daily Post, Aug. 11, 1720



…allowing for extended accounts to appear…

Daily Courant, Aug. 19, 1720
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…before it spread further.

By 1721, accounts poured in about the presence of 
plague in other French towns, giving greater  impetus to 
publication for a nervous English-speaking readership.

Daily Courant, Sept. 22, 1721

Applebee's Original Weekly Journal, Sept. 9, 1721



A well-known collection at the British Library, the original 
Burney volumes are in fragile condition and are restricted 
from reading-room use except as microfilm. This digitization 
includes more than 1,000 documents, allowing researchers to 
see the development of the newspaper as we know it today.



To find out more about the 
Seventeenth and Eighteenth Century 
Burney Newspapers Collection, 
or to request a free trial of the 
archive, visit:

www.gale.com/plagueyear
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An account of the plague of 1665-1666 that swept through London…
John Dunstall’s 1666 broadsheet of 

nine scenes relating to the 1665 

plague. 
1. the sick at home; 

2. shutting up the houses (once the 

plague had infected one member of 

a family, they were all locked into the 

house to prevent the disease 

spreading

3. fleeing London by boat - 10,000 

people camped on boats in the 

Thames to avoid infection

4. fleeing London by land: wealthy 

citizens, including the King and his 

court, escaped to uninfected areas;

5. carrying the corpses; 

6. carrying the dead in carts; 

7. burying the dead (the ground level in 

London's cemeteries rose by several 

feet due to the number of dead 

buried in them;

8. funeral procession

9. the return to London


