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We re  it pos s ible  to  re pre s e nt thos e  Time s  e xactly to  thos e  that did not s e e  the m, and g ive  the
Re ade r due  Ide as  of the  Horror that e ve ry whe re  pre s e nte d it s e lf, it mus t make  jus t Impre s s ions
upon the ir Minds , and fill the m with S urpriz e . London mig ht we ll be  s aid to  be  all in Te ars .

—A Journal of thePlague Year, 1722 

In 1720  London was  in a s tate  of panic: bubonic  plag ue  was  caus ing  havoc in Mars e ille s  and pre dictions  we re
rife  that it would s oon re ach Eng land. The  g ove rnme nt acte d quickly, is s uing  proclamations  e nabling  s hips
from infe cte d countrie s  to  be  quarantine d, drawing  up ne w re g ulations  including  police d cordon sanitaires
for the  control of any e pide mic, and orde ring  a day of national fas ting  and praye r. On De ce mbe r 16 , 1720  the
nation was  duly calle d to  re pe ntance  and minis te rs  raile d from the ir pulpits  and in print, de tailing  the  s ins  of
avarice , political dis cord, and s love nline s s  in re lig ion that we re  like ly to  bring  down the  wrath of G od on
Eng land unle s s  a "Re formation of Manne rs " was  promptly e nacte d. 

A s e cond public  fas t of De ce mbe r 8, 1721 produce d furthe r, oDe n more  pointe d, vitupe rative  outburs ts ,
s ome  of which we re  dire cte d ag ains t the  alle g e d s ins  of the  Hanove rian e s tablis hme nt.  Walpole 's
g ove rnme nt was  in trouble . Finding  its e lf conde mne d from many quarte rs  for the  hars h s e g re g ation
me as ure s  it had put in place  for the  manag e me nt of any outbre ak—me as ure s  that we re  s aid to  thre ate n the
libe rtie s  and rig hts  of the  pe ople —it was  force d to  re tract. A milde r Quarantine  Act, which re place d the  firs t,
re ce ive d royal as s e nt in Fe bruary 1722.  Jus t a month late r, Danie l De foe  launche d his  fictional mas te rpie ce ,
A Journal of the Plague Year, into  this  charg e d political atmos phe re . Its  conce rns  we re  ce rtainly topical.  [End
P a g e  2 5 ]

Inde e d, mas que rading  as  a true  account ("obs e rvations  and me morials ")  of the  16 6 5 plag ue  e pide mic as
witne s s e d by a citiz e n of London, the  s addle r "H.F.," De foe 's  Journal is  actually dynamic his tory, harne s s ing
the  pas t in orde r to  confront the  anxie tie s  and me diate  and s hape  the  de bate s  of the  author's  own time .
De foe  s e e ms , for e xample , to  have  be e n in the  pay of the  g ove rnme nt in 1722 and broadly s upporte d its  s hip
quarantine  policie s .  One  of the  Journal's  de s ig ns , the n, was  like ly to  have  be e n to  bols te r public  s upport
for the  g ove rnme nt's  unpopular e mbarg o on trade  with plag ue -s tricke n countrie s , and e ve n to  he lp s hore
up a failing  political re g ime .  If the  populace  could be  made  to  appre ciate  the  de vas tation caus e d by a
de adly plag ue  e pide mic, the y mig ht tole rate  the  ne ce s s arily hars h pre ve ntative  me as ure s . This  is
undoubte dly one  re as on why the  Journal s trive s  pe rs is te ntly, as  illus trate d by the  e pig raph above , to
re pre s e nt the  te rrible  plag ue  of 16 6 5 force fully, s o  as  to  conve y "horror" s uGicie nt to  "impre s s " and
"s urpris e " pe ople 's  "minds ."

Lite rary critics  have  a te nde ncy to  as cribe  De foe 's  pre occupation with capturing  "horror" to  journalis tic
s e ns ationalis m, e mphas iz ing  his  comme rcial conce rns  ("the  mos t vivid warning  of the  te rrors  of plag ue  was
als o the  mos t marke table ").  Eve n his  pione e ring  re nde ring  of "fictional s ubje ctivity" has  be e n re ce ntly
attribute d to  "s ys te matic  comme rcial e xploitation."  Like  the  hack pamphle t write r Thomas  De kke r ove r a
ce ntury be fore  him, who s imilarly s trug g le d to  capture  "the  Horror of a Plague, the  Hell,"  De foe  is
unde rs tood as  de s iring  primarily to  "re cord" the  "re al" s ituation, to  produce  a ne ws pape r-s tyle  re port with
an adde d touch of g houlis hne s s  to  e nhance  the  s e ll.  Ye t this  is  undoubte dly too limite d a conclus ion to
draw from De foe 's  plag ue -ins pire d prope ns ity for chilling  g othic  e xpre s s ion. Inde e d, De foe  hims e lf
attacke d ne ws  write rs  who e xag g e rate d the  horrors  of plag ue  in France , te rrifying  pe ople  and injuring
trade , me re ly for "the  Ple as ure  of Writing  Dis mal S torie s , Exciting  S urpriz e  and Horror" (Applebee's Journal,
Nove mbe r 23, 1723). 

Ce rtainly, both the s e  prolific  write rs , De kke r and De foe , we re  motivate d by comme rcial factors , which I do
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not wis h to  downplay. Howe ve r, marke tplace  conce rns , tog e the r with an undue ...
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