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The early modern period saw two major transformations reshaping Eu rope: the 

gradual expansion of commercial society and the rise of the modern state. Histo-

rians often view these two developments as complementary and call them “mer-

cantilism.” This book tells a diff erent story. By exploring these pro cesses in France 

from a local angle, it argues that absolute statecraft and commercial aggrandize-

ment did not involve the mere imposition of policies unilaterally decided upon 

by the Crown. Rather, they  were bolstered through the complicated participation 

of two signifi cant po liti cal entities: French municipalities and the Ottoman 

Empire. Moreover, this book demonstrates that these two developments— which 

accelerated during the reign of Louis XIV— did not necessarily march in lock-

step. In fact, individuals involved in commerce and debates about market society 

altered social relationships and triggered po liti cal developments in ways that 

often interrupted the Crown’s authority and its state- building initiatives. In other 

words, commerce did not automatically empower the monarchy; rather, it also 

stimulated and strengthened local organizations, practices, and languages that 

competed with royal power and ideology.

This is a book about state- building and civic politics in the context of a globali-

zing economy. It explores the relationship between French commercial expan-

sion into the Mediterranean market and Bourbon statecraft under Louis XIV 

and his successor, the regent duc d’Orléans, through the lens of a par tic u lar port 

city, Marseille. Situated on the southern margins of the French kingdom, and 

culturally and po liti cally peripheral from the Crown’s perspective, Marseille none-

theless became strategically essential for France’s commercial contacts with the 

Introduction
Commerce, State- Building, and Republicanism 

in Old Regime France
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Ottoman Empire. Marseille had a two- millennia- long tradition of Mediterranean 

trade, and it was the only French port privileged to trade directly with the Levant. 

The Crown saw in it opportunities for royal aggrandizement, commercial growth, 

and personal gain, and thus the city became central to eff orts to strengthen and 

enrich the French state.

Marseille’s municipal traditions, however, strengthened and interrupted royal 

commercial and statist expansion. A close study of this city, which became 

France’s most important Mediterranean port after Louis XIV conclusively as-

serted royal authority there in 1660, aptly illustrates the challenges municipali-

ties faced in negotiating between the Crown’s centralizing impulse and their 

own local po liti cal practices. A city ruled by commercial elites who saw them-

selves as inheritors of a long heritage of autonomous self- rule, Marseille was a 

crucible where civic, French, and various Mediterranean identities converged, 

collided, put pressure on one another, and reformulated the po liti cal culture of 

the city and beyond.

The study of broad developments in French statist politics through a focus on 

Marseille off ers a valuable new perspective into understanding the dynamics of 

how traditional local institutions, practices, languages, and rituals interacted 

with new circumstances and sociopo liti cal realities in early modern Eu rope. The 

expansion of commercial society and the innovations in po liti cal centralization 

championed by the monarchy may suggest that the transformations occurring 

in western Eu rope thrust the continent into the “modern age.” This book how-

ever, demonstrates that the state- building tactics of the Sun King  were much 

more a piecemeal mixture of old and new methods of rule, and constant renego-

tiations between local and royal approaches to governance, rather than the re-

placement of “premodern” by “modern” systems.

As a former republic whose institutional networks, legal traditions and po liti-

cal practices traced to Greek and Roman antiquity, Marseille had deeply rooted 

structures that resisted change at the same time that they provided foundations 

for commercial expansion and state- building. The city’s established contacts with 

the Levant and its chamber of commerce, which predated French monarchical 

interventions served as a springboard for Louis XIV’s commercial initiatives, 

while simultaneously generating impediments to royal centralization. Most im-

portant, the city’s po liti cal tradition of classical republicanism— conventionally 

averse to royal kingship, absolute authority, and commerce— became integral to 

the development of a new understanding of virtuous French citizenship. The 

city’s commercial elite mobilized this republicanism to imagine themselves as 

exemplary citizens charged by the king with the unique responsibility of strength-
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ening France’s Mediterranean presence, while simultaneously using it to resist 

French royal presence in their own city. Such per sis tence and malleability of 

classical republicanism held lasting implications for Marseille and France more 

generally. Practiced in civic contexts and adapted to absolutist aggrandizement, 

it ultimately became the po liti cal language of revolution at the end of the eigh-

teenth century.

This book argues that Marseillais elites— aldermen, members of the chamber 

of commerce, local go- betweens who served as the city’s representatives at court, 

merchants, religious leaders and new nobility— mobilized classical republican-

ism to support and criticize the expansion of Mediterranean commerce and royal 

authority as they materialized in their city between 1660 and 1720. In other words, 

classical republicanism heavily informed confl icting ideas regarding interna-

tional commerce in absolutist France. In its original form, this po liti cal language 

that had emerged in ancient Greece and Rome did not provide a generous read-

ing of commerce. According to this tradition, the stability of the body politic 

rested on virtue, practiced through the alignment of personal interests with the 

public good, and the active participation of citizens in public aff airs. Ancient 

republican po liti cal theorists understood po liti cal virtue as the po liti cal com-

munity’s sole impediment to social, cultural, and moral decline. Commerce could 

only distract citizens from the res publica; luxury cultivated in commercial soci-

ety would lead them to prefer personal interests over the general good. According 

to John Shovlin, ancient Roman moralists had described how “luxury enervated 

and feminized men, sapping their capacity for military virtue; it was a tool of 

despots who used it to weaken the commitment of their subjects to liberty; it 

made both rulers and their subjects self- serving, vitiating their capacity to place 

the public welfare before private interest.”1

Seventeenth- and eighteenth- century writers drew on this tradition for vari-

ous purposes: moralists to condemn luxury, royal critics to denounce the Crown’s 

despotic extensions of power, members of the second estate to protest against the 

growing tide of arriviste fi nanciers, venal offi  ceholders, and merchants who 

threatened to wrest power away from the sword nobility (noblesse d’epée). While 

these elites by no means formed a united group, their arguments overlapped. 

Though reluctant to condemn commerce altogether, they warned how luxury was 

fundamentally irreconcilable with virtue. Bent out of po liti cal shape by luxury, 

weakened states, they argued, could be destroyed by imminent catastrophic events, 

be they wars or natural or medical crises.

This republican vocabulary that was fundamentally critical of commerce 

proved useful to many French elites who  were uncomfortable with the privileged 
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role that Louis XIV and his controller- general, Jean- Baptiste Colbert, assigned to 

commercial expansion. It should be pointed out, however, that one did not nec-

essarily need to borrow from the classical republican handbook to articulate mis-

givings about the market. The late seventeenth century saw both royal and local 

elites expressing concern regarding the corrosive forces of the market; the re-

publican vocabulary was one of several that individuals could adopt in order 

to convey their ambivalence about commerce. This unease was particularly pro-

nounced in Marseille, given the climate of suspicion that clouded the relation-

ship between the monarchy, merchants, and local administrative bodies that ran 

commercial enterprises in the city. Led by Colbert, royal administrators remained 

mistrustful of Marseillais in general, whom they considered recalcitrant and 

incapable of recognizing what was in the interests of their own city and the king-

dom at large.

Furthermore, while advocates of commercial expansion, the controller- 

general and his intendants duplicated the traditional view that saw merchants as 

fundamentally untrustworthy, morally vacuous creatures.2 Although a promoter 

of commercial expansion, Colbert was nonetheless aware of the dangers in-

volved in a growing marketplace. While both Colbert and Colbertism  were tar-

gets of the republican anti- luxury argument, the controller- general tempered his 

expansion of international trade and manufacturing with calls for rigorous re-

form and merchant supervision.3 As Amalia Kessler has recently shown, “the 

growing legitimacy of commerce . . .  derived from the fact that it operated di-

rectly under— and on behalf of— royal power.” 4 Even as Colbert announced in 

1669 that “commerce is the most proper means to reconcile diff erent nations 

and entertain the most opposed spirits in great and mutual correspondence,”5 

he and subsequent royal administrators maintained that commercial expansion 

required royally determined regulations that would deter merchants from cor-

rupt practices. Royal elites in support of Colbertism believed that commerce was 

benefi cial for state and society, but they doubted the po liti cal commitment and 

moral fortitude of merchants. Commerce was potentially good, but merchants 

 were bad. Royal and municipal elites came together to strengthen French com-

merce without shaking off  entirely the Christian worldview that condemned the 

pursuit of worldly goods as sinful and the classical republican idiom that de-

nounced merchants as morally and po liti cally decrepit.

Over the last de cades of the seventeenth century, however, a new positive as-

sessment of commerce began to emerge among French administrative elites. 

While many voiced concern about merchant self- interest, they began to concede 

that mercantilist expansion and administrative centralization seemed to render 
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obsolete the darker age of aristocratic rebellions, religious and civil wars, and 

domestic po liti cal chaos. Indeed, supporters of commercial expansion would help 

solidify what would become the dominant Enlightenment reading of historical 

progress; leading eighteenth- century men of letters would optimistically sug-

gest that po liti cal strife and natural disasters would ultimately be eradicated as 

new rational forms of communication and sociability led humanity toward prog-

ress and perfection.6 The marquis de Condorcet would off er one of the most 

emblematic visions in this vein in the latter half of the eigh teenth century; “with 

progress in industry and welfare, which establishes a happier proportion be-

tween men’s talents and their needs, each successive generation will have larger 

possessions,” he wrote, “the improvement of medical practice, which will become 

more effi  cacious with the progress of reason and of the social order, will mean 

the end of infectious and hereditary diseases and illnesses brought on by climate, 

food, or working conditions.”7 According to the historical equation to which dis-

ciples of modernity and doux commerce subscribed, commercial exchange was 

the motor for progress; new networks of exchange and communication would 

weave together a strengthened social fabric that would enhance human knowl-

edge, wealth, health, and “civilized” behavior.

Such formulations that defended commerce as the foundation of society be-

gan emerging in the late seventeenth century, and specifi cally, at the commence-

ment of Louis XIV’s personal reign in 1661. This book considers in par tic u lar, 

how classical republican traditions  were unpacked and combined with new ideas 

to formulate positive assessments of certain kinds of merchants and commercial 

activity. During the late seventeenth century, royal elites, merchants, moralists, 

and even nobles began advocating a new commercial civic spirit that challenged 

the traditional anti- merchant and anti- luxury argument. With Henry Clark’s 

defi nition of “commercial humanism” in mind, I interpret commercial civic spirit 

as the set of attitudes that reconciled an enthusiasm for commercial prosperity 

with the classical republican sensibility that defi ned virtue as the aligning of 

personal and public interests.8 Promoters of commercial civic spirit rescued 

commerce— previously devalued as detrimental to civic virtue— and recast it as 

the ultimate mark of good citizenship. They disputed the classical tradition by 

elevating commerce as a useful public activity and by reserving for certain mer-

chants the ability to be po liti cally and morally virtuous.9 They particularly ex-

tended their positive visions toward elite  wholesale traders, or négociants, whom 

they considered to be honorable, noble, and exemplary leaders of commercial 

society. The market world substituted for the po liti cal res publica; elite merchants 

functioned as its best citizens. Meanwhile, these authors retained their prejudices 
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against retail traders, fi nanciers, and speculators, whom they continued to cat-

egorize as small- minded, fraudulent delinquents.

The late seventeenth century also witnessed the development of a new kind 

of “republican historicism” that provided a positive reading of commerce. The 

classical historical discourse on republics held a rather pessimistic view. It 

saw civic virtue as the republic’s only lifeline through time. It projected that self- 

interest and fl uctuations of human passions would corrode civic virtue, corrupt 

the body politic, and destroy liberty. This traditional republican vision of history 

was formulated on the distrust of human will and on the nightmarish assump-

tion that republics reeled toward a crisis, a moment, as Keith Baker describes, 

“in which the very existence of the body politic hangs in the balance, in which it 

will either recover its health and vigor or fall into an irreversible, fatal sick-

ness.”10 Archbishop François de la Mothe- Fénelon revived and adapted this 

historical vision most famously in Télémaque, the “most read literary work of 

eighteenth- century France.”11 In his epic, Fénelon insisted that ostentatious 

shows of prosperity projected by commercial states  were harbingers of a dark 

future characterized by depopulation, “idleness and eff eminacy” and the extinc-

tion of virtue.12 He used the classical tradition to discredit fi nanciers, venal of-

fi ceholders, and merchants who  were gaining access to po liti cal power; he called 

upon the old nobility to help the king banish “pomp and luxury” and rebuild a 

po liti cally and morally sounder state.13 Meanwhile, in a diff erent setting, Jan-

senist ecclesiastics and parlementary magistrates also revitalized this dark his-

torical worldview, drawing on the meta phor of a republic in crisis to condemn 

sybaritic depravity and despotic papal and royal authorities.

In contrast to this somber historical view, the modifi ed republican histori-

cism developed by apologists for international commerce maintained that mon-

archs and commercial activity could rescue republics from downward spiraling 

trajectories. Kings, it held, liberated republics and set them back on a positive 

historical track, while commercial activity provided a new public space where 

merchants could cultivate their virtues. Such a revisionist view of history proved 

particularly attractive to Marseillais elites. It could be applied to provide a posi-

tive spin to increased royal presence and interference in civic governance, while 

also legitimating the city’s fl ourishing trade with the Levant.

republicanism and absolutism

How and why could republican ideologies and vocabularies fi nd increasing use 

and relevance in an absolutist regime like Bourbon France? How did the pro cess 
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of state- building—a pro cess that on the surface strengthened and centralized 

power in the royal person at the expense of local po liti cal authority— allow for 

intensifi ed use of republican idioms? This study presents two answers to this 

question. First, municipalities could serve as repositories of classical republican 

traditions in an absolutist polity. The French kingdom was comprised of cities 

and towns whose administrators often used classical republican vocabulary to 

maintain the municipal body politic. Classical republicanism was particularly 

well practiced in Marseille; the city’s governing body of aristocratic consuls and 

councilmen drew on classical language that underscored the former republic’s 

historical connections to Athens, Rome, and Carthage. The royal conquest of 

Marseille in 1660 did not erase this tradition. The new merchant- administrators 

who replaced the former government continued to employ classical republican 

vocabulary: administratively, to discern the public good for the community, and 

historically, to imagine the commercial and moral regeneration of Massilia, clas-

sical Marseille.

Second, the relationship of accommodation fostered between municipal 

elites and the Crown from the reign of Louis XIV created a space where civic 

vocabulary and traditions could be co- opted and spread by the state. A common 

attitude toward the market enabled local elites who privileged po liti cal and com-

mercial autonomy to share common patterns of speech with a developing cen-

tralized state that sought to restrict that autonomy. Marseille was not the only 

municipality where increasing encounters with the Crown energized historical 

republican traditions and rhetoric. The relationship between royal and civic 

po liti cal culture could be characterized as an ever- changing series of Venn dia-

grams; royal and civic languages  were deployed by individuals who existed in 

spheres that  were both distinct and overlapping with one another. In par tic u lar, 

Marseillais elites’ and the Crown’s common enthusiasm for commercial expan-

sion allowed the classical republican concept of virtue and civic excellence to 

become compatible and interchangeable with the Crown’s language of utility to 

the state.

This study, therefore, suggests a contradiction in the policies of the Bourbon 

monarchy: the Crown that sought to expand its power and limit local autonomy 

adapted po liti cal concepts stemming from the city to sustain absolutist claims. 

The monarchy helped intensify civic and republican sensibilities throughout 

France while gutting France of actual republics. Classical republican traditions 

potentially damaging to the Crown  were co- opted in ser vice of the monarchy. 

They became one of the most prominent po liti cal traditions that fractured the 

Old Regime and energized the French Revolution.
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My central argument, therefore, is that the classical republican tradition served 

the interests of elites who both embraced and rejected royal commercial expan-

sion. More important, local and royal elites working commonly, but not together, 

on commercial expansion, simultaneously helped develop a positive understand-

ing of commerce while reinvigorating an anti- absolutist po liti cal tradition. Such 

an argument takes the current historiographies of classical republicanism and 

French absolutism in new directions. First, it adds a civic dimension to histori-

ography on French republicanism.14 Building on the historical analysis of civic 

humanism in Italian Re nais sance and early modern Anglo- Atlantic studies, his-

torians of France have recently demonstrated how the monarchy’s critics in-

creasingly gave republican idioms a prominent role in eighteenth- century French 

po liti cal discourse.15 This research has shown how the classical republican tradi-

tion was a key element of po liti cal contestation in eighteenth- century France; it 

has debunked the assumption that classical republicanism drew on antique po-

liti cal models that vanished under French absolutism.16 While my work extends 

this new historiography, it introduces a unique argument: classical republican-

ism was not only confi gured in opposition to the monarchy. It was adopted by the 

Crown. Republican virtues of civic participation, “disinterestedness,” simplicity, 

Spartan discipline, and frugality  were upheld as models for good behavior both 

in local and state contexts.

The interaction between republican traditions and state- building is a topic of 

increasing interest to historians of Eu rope, who have recently discovered that 

regional and state po liti cal traditions are not consistently at odds.17 Meanwhile, 

this study off ers an alternative to approaches historians have taken in regards to 

absolutism. Research exploring the relationship between the monarchy of Louis 

XIV and provincial elites has fallen into two principal categories. Scholars fol-

lowing the Tocquevillian tradition have held that the Crown broke the power of 

provincial elites by widening the orbit of a depersonalized, bureaucratic state 

that overrode corporate privileges. Meanwhile, competing scholarship has off ered 

that absolute monarchy was not quite absolute, maintaining that Louis XIV’s 

government was founded on compromise and “social collaboration” between the 

Crown and provincial elites.18 These have studied the contradictory ways in 

which the Crown empowered local institutions and individuals: the state aug-

mented its domestic and international standing by encouraging a commercial 

society that ate at the foundations of Old Regime structures.19

This study modifi es both of these claims. First, I move beyond the question 

of whether the state smothered or strengthened local po liti cal bodies and tradi-

tions. Mine is a dynamic story of mutual transformation: the Crown transformed 
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cities, but civic traditions transformed the Crown and state. Second, emphasiz-

ing the distrust between royal and local elites, this book characterizes the rela-

tionship fostered between Crown and locality as one of accommodation rather 

than of collaboration. It focuses on the correspondences between royal adminis-

trators, intendants, the Marseille échevinage (municipal magistracy) and com-

mercial institutions to argue that these bodies and individuals made accommo-

dations, which I take to mean varying degrees of adaptation in their views, 

behaviors, and speech patterns. Through such modifi cations, they tailored the 

new situation of commercial expansion to benefi t themselves without entirely 

becoming willing collaborators.20

Over the past de cades, the subject of the rise of commercial society has in-

creasingly interested French historians as a result of major transformations in 

the historiography of the Old Regime and the Revolution. The 1970s revisionist 

turn that drew historians away from Marxist interpretations of the French Revo-

lution and initiated research in po liti cal culture has, curiously, opened up op-

portunities to examine social questions from new directions. Initially, the break 

from Marxist social history led revisionist historians to concentrate on the ways 

po liti cal discourses and contestations led to the crisis of the monarchy and made 

the French Revolution thinkable and possible. Postrevisionist historians have 

begun to bridge these two earlier historiographical trends by demonstrating that 

po liti cal discourses  were used to address and evaluate certain social, material, 

and cultural changes occurring in the Old Regime. The rise of commercial so-

ciety was one such change. Royal and civic elites in the late seventeenth and 

eigh teenth centuries mobilized idioms of classical republicanism and commer-

cial civic spirit to make sense of the multilayered transformations wrought by 

economic expansionism: the generation of wealth and luxury; the disappearance 

of boundaries between estates; the proliferation of tax farmers, speculators, and 

fi nanciers; the refi ning or debasing of taste and manners; commerce’s eff ect 

on arts and sciences.

But what historians have labeled as a rise of commercial society was not al-

ways understood as a rise to contemporaries, who recognized that theirs was a 

new age of commercial change and economic growth. Certainly, many Enlight-

enment phi los o phers who advocated this change understood it as the necessary 

kind of progress that drew humanity toward perfection. But as Michael Sonen-

scher has recently shown, from the vantage point of the darker “other side of the 

Enlightenment,” the changes in commercial society and economic practices  were 

leading France toward decay, catastrophe, and crisis; “the eigh teenth century 

focused largely on [the] menace” produced by wealth and a credit- driven state.21 
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This book builds on this emphasis on the more sinister obsessions in the Cen-

tury of Light. Anxieties over merchant virtue, mistrust between royal and civic 

elites, the worries that luxury would produce despotism, and debates over how 

economic crises would prompt po liti cal and moral decay all suggest that the late 

early modern period was as much conceivable as a period of decline as one of 

advancement. The distrustful and pessimistic musings of the eigh teenth cen-

tury most often associated with Jean- Jacques Rousseau or with Jean- Paul Marat 

and the Jacobins more generally  were more commonplace among French elites 

of the Old Regime than previously assumed. And this pessimism emerged, in 

large part, due to the vertiginous sociopo liti cal transformations energized by 

Louis XIV and his impulse to expand his monarchical regime.

crises and historical change

Two cataclysmic events, the conquest of 1660 and the plague of 1720, serve as 

the bookends to this study of the revisions in rooted civic structures, rituals, 

and discourses in the context of absolutist state- building: the fi rst where Mar-

seille was subdued by Louis XIV, the second where the city, remodeled as a 

French commercial hub, nearly collapsed as a result of a southern invasion by 

“Oriental plague.” The fi rst of these involved a military invasion from the 

north. The monarch who would eventually earn the title of Sun King ordered 

six thousand troops to march on Marseille, a “republican” stronghold, and to 

construct the citadel of Saint Nicolas with cannon facing the city. Accompa-

nied by Anne d’Autriche, the duc d’Anjou, the prince de Conti, and his chief 

minister, Cardinal Mazarin, Louis XIV entered Marseille through a breach in 

the wall of Porte Réale, the symbol of the city’s republican past. Letters patent 

of 5 March 1660 ordered an overhaul of the municipal government. This was 

a strategy on the part of the French monarchy both to disable the Marseillais 

nobility’s attempts at maintaining their city as an autonomous aristocratic re-

public, and to establish a commercial center designed to expand international 

trade under royal guidance. Marseille’s chief viguier would henceforth be cho-

sen by the king and operate under the eye of a royal intendant in Aix. The king 

abolished the consulate and Council of Three Hundred. He forbade Marseil-

lais nobility from participating in municipal politics. Subject to royal approval, 

four échevins (municipal magistrates or assessors) elected from among the city’s 

négociants would administer it, aided by a Council of Sixty also consisting of 

merchants.22 The king left behind 3,500 Swiss and French troops to prevent 

further rebellion.
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The conquest was an ostentatious show of Bourbon state- building, and it 

jump- started its drive to extend French commerce into the Mediterranean. Mar-

seille’s days as an aristocratic republic  were over. It was repackaged as a po liti-

cally compliant commercial trading center.23 The Crown projected that merchant 

elites newly promoted to power would eff ectively collaborate with the monarchy 

to extend French commerce in the Mediterranean market. Over the next de-

cades, Marseille became the only French city with the privilege of conducting 

duty- free trade with the Levant. The city more than doubled in size and popula-

tion. Revenues soared, and the French out- traded the British and Dutch in the 

Mediterranean.

The same commercial activity that generated local prosperity and provided 

the French Crown with an opportunity to harness a provincial city to its statist 

ambitions could also introduce potentials for disaster. While the Mediterranean 

market off ered possibilities for royal expansionism and commercial growth, in-

creased contacts with the Ottoman Empire introduced Marseille to demographic 

instabilities and the specter of medical catastrophe. Calamity came to pass sixty 

years after the conquest, in May 1720, when the merchant vessel Grand Saint- 

Antoine returned to Marseille from the Levant, carry ing among its 400,000 livres 

worth of cargo the most dreaded disease of the early modern period: plague. 

Health intendants of Marseille’s Bureau de la santé had received news of re-

newed pestilential outbreaks in Palestine and Syria that year and had toughened 

restrictions on ships from eastern Mediterranean ports.24 The Grand Saint- 

Antoine, however, sped into Marseille.25 The ship’s merchandise was clandestinely 

unloaded, allegedly upon orders by the premier échevin, Jean- Baptiste Estelle, who 

was incidentally part- owner of the vessel.26

In a matter of weeks, the plague spread through Marseille. In the outbreak’s 

worst months, mortality  rose to a thousand daily fatalities. The epidemic was 

equally lethal to commercial activity. Austria, En gland, the Netherlands, and 

Spain, as well as administrators of Calais, Bern, Luxembourg, and Italian city- 

states suspended trade with France’s southern port.27 A state already crippled by 

the collapse of John Law’s economic system found itself paralyzed by simultane-

ous medical and fi nancial crises. The epidemic continued its ravages for over 

two years, claiming the lives of approximately 50,000 inhabitants in the city. 

Over half of Marseille’s population, in addition to countless more in the Proven-

çal countryside, passed away before the Crown announced the end of the plague 

with a Te Deum of Deliverance on 15 January 1723.28

Or ga nized as a narrative set between conquest and plague, this study makes 

three major contributions beyond enhancing our understanding of absolutism 
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and republicanism. First, it reconsiders the meanings of “center” and “periph-

ery” in this context. Generally speaking, historians have inherited the traditional 

divide in France between Langues d’Oïl and Langues d’Oc that located po liti cal 

and cultural supremacy in Paris and the north over the southern half of France. 

The center is still understood as Paris; the farther from Paris, the more periph-

eral. Between Crown and Commerce argues that in the early modern world, Paris, 

Fontainebleau, and Versailles could be seen as the hinterland that lay beyond the 

commercially and po liti cally dynamic Mediterranean universe. This study con-

siders two still- ignored major events on France’s Mediterranean coast: the fi rst 

where Marseille was conquered by Louis XIV, the second where it was stricken 

with “Oriental plague.” Both events brought Mediterranean France into focus as 

the heart of French commercial activity, but more important, as the center where 

French subjects and their non- French trading partners came together in an in-

ternational marketplace to construct new po liti cal concepts and alternative po-

liti cal traditions to absolutism, circulating them statewide.

Second, an analysis of these catastrophic events contributes to recent research 

on crisis studies. Traditionally, social and economic historians led the study of 

early modern catastrophe, “crisis mortality,” and subsistence crises. The research 

of historians of Britain and France focused primarily on how economic factors 

contributed to demographic change; taking into account variables ranging from 

nutrition, prices, ecological diff erences, so cio log i cal fl uctuations, class and gen-

der inequalities, and administrative practices, these attempted to trace what 

caused catastrophe and death in early modern society.29 Such studies provided 

an impressive collection of quantitative data and demonstrated how interac-

tions among fi elds in the social sciences— economics, geography, sociology and 

history— further our historical understanding of catastrophic crises; however, 

they have disregarded the connections between events, language, and culture.30 

As Daniel Gordon observed in regards to plague studies, the dominant social 

approaches maintained that catastrophes do not “modify society but merely high-

light its stable structures, such as class antagonisms and professional boundar-

ies.”31 Rather than approaching catastrophes as dynamic events in and of them-

selves, these studies privileged an ahistorical structuralist reading over one of 

contingency and change.

A new approach to crisis studies developed in the past de cades, particularly 

in regards to medical catastrophe, following the pioneering works of Susan Son-

tag and Colin Jones, who called attention to the meta phorical and mythical di-

mensions of disease.32 This present work meshes with their cultural approach to 

the study of crisis. By “crisis,” I mean a moment where relatively stable meanings 
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and repre sen ta tions are overthrown or reformulated. Understanding conquest 

and plague as ruptures from the everyday, seventeenth- and eighteenth- century 

municipal leaders deployed diff erent sets of languages and practices to make 

sense of and manage catastrophic events, while sidestepping other idioms. The 

traditional classical republican language was one of the many vocabularies that 

became a useful tool for elite administrators, ecclesiastics, and commentators to 

understand these events, to maintain a sense of social and po liti cal order, and to 

assess the advantages and damages related to commercial activity.

Finally, combining the history of commercial expansion and state- building 

with a study of catastrophe (particularly of the medical sort) is valuable because 

it allows for a consideration of French po liti cal traditions in a transnational Med-

iterranean context. Bubonic plague, once endemic to the Eu ro pe an continent, 

had retreated to Asian, sub- Saharan, and eastern- European territories by the 

seventeenth century. According to many French writers, the plague belonged to 

non- Western states that they described as founded on perverted forms of poli-

tics, sociability, and culture.33 The frequency with which French and Marseillais 

négociants entered into the Mediterranean commercial universe sharpened dis-

cussions regarding the contagious eff ect of “oriental” physical and moral diseases 

and the dangers they posed to French politics and society. The négociants who 

formed Marseille’s municipal administration  were as much cosmopolitan in-

habitants of French trade colonies in the Mediterranean as they  were citizens of 

Marseille. Could virtue, patriotism, and fi delity to the French Crown be sus-

tained beyond the shores of France? Could négociants who spent considerable 

time away from Marseille and France demonstrate exemplary civic behavior upon 

their return? Or would these négociants who associated with Turkish traders 

become po liti cal, cultural, and religious traitors and pollute France by spreading 

“Asiatic” customs and behaviors? Debates over whether commerce and mer-

chants  were the stable foundations for state and society  were rendered more 

complex given this transnational commercial environment.

The Great Plague of Marseille that appeared in the context of these discus-

sions over politics, commerce, and sociability presented French elites with a 

unique set of questions: Was the outbreak of a medical crisis within French 

commercial society an anomaly or the unsurprising consequence of commercial 

expansion and royal aggrandizement? Was plague indicative of fundamental 

problems in French politics, commerce, and morality? Did commerce benefi t or 

poison society? Could commerce be regulated to avoid catastrophe and corrup-

tion? If not, what alternative foundation for society was there? Competing ver-

sions of classical republican thought— one antagonistic to commerce, the other 
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supportive of it— came to a head during and after the Great Plague of 1720. Posi-

tive assessments of commerce that redeemed certain merchants as benefi cial to 

state, society, and history became diffi  cult to sustain during medical catastro-

phe. Nonetheless, the Crown and municipal elites’ commitment to international 

trade and exchange was too great for such claims to totally wither away. The 

years immediately following the catastrophe saw intensifi ed use of the idioms of 

classical republicanism and commercial civic spirit, as elites now keenly aware 

of the physical threats posed by commercial activity sought new ways of cultivat-

ing the virtues and patriotism they agreed  were requisite for a well- functioning 

state.

Ultimately, the eigh teenth century did not see French elites defi nitively choos-

ing between traditional classical republicanism and its modifi ed pro- commercial 

variant; rather, both persisted through the Enlightenment, one focusing on the 

promises of commercial expansion, the other directing attention to its dangers. 

The ways in which they coexisted through the end of the Old Regime allowed 

French elites to become well- versed and well- practiced in concepts of republican 

“civic excellence”34 and patriotism before the French Revolution. This concept of 

civisme, so integral to the Revolution of 1789, developed not only in Paris, tradi-

tionally seen as the “center” of the kingdom, but often in cities far from the capi-

tal, where local elites juggled their identities as royal subjects, municipal citizens, 

and cosmopolitan merchants.

the structure of the book

In its fi rst three chapters, this book examines how par tic u lar groups of royal, 

municipal, and intellectual elites appropriated classical republican traditions 

while participating in commerce from 1660 to 1720. They discuss the diff erent 

forms of accommodation they negotiated as they tried to skirt the real and imag-

ined threats that could undermine commercial activity and po liti cal stability. 

Chapter 1 focuses on discussions among controllers- general, royal intendants, 

Marseillais échevins, and the Chamber of Commerce. Once the Crown instituted 

a new municipal administration, it began introducing regulations to control 

Franco- Levantine commerce. These royal initiatives  were premised on the idea 

that unsupervised commercial activity threatened the public good. The Marseil-

lais merchant elite resisted these developments. The Crown and the merchant- 

administrators commonly believed that commercial expansion could benefi t the 

general good. They disagreed, however, over how to derive this public good. Would 

commercial expansion be successfully realized through the sovereign gaze and 
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regulatory policing of an absolute king, or would it materialize through the po-

liti cal participation of citizens interested in the public well- being? Controllers- 

general, royal intendants, échevins and the Chamber of Commerce haggled over 

whether absolutist ideology or the city’s civic traditions legitimately determined 

the public good.

Municipal merchant deputies and royal councilors of state, however, gradu-

ally found ways to synchronize civic and absolutist concepts of deriving the pub-

lic good. The Crown’s desire to maximize the productivity of its subjects created 

an opportunity where utility to the state could be articulated in terms of civic 

excellence, and vice versa. This was particularly the case in discussions held by 

the Conseil du Commerce (1700), an advisory board comprised of royal council-

ors of state and merchant deputies from France’s major cities that deliberated 

commercial regulations. Merchant deputies strengthened the new commercial 

civic spirit by suggesting that elite merchants  were exemplary citizens who dedi-

cated themselves to the common good.

Chapter 2 explores aristocratic responses to commercial expansion in Mar-

seille. As the Crown began considering négoce an honorable activity, and négo-

ciants as an “aristocracy of commerce,”35 some ennobled aristocracy supported 

the market. Though the Crown had banned the traditional Marseillais nobility 

from municipal power in 1660, a number of nobles of the robe— mostly local 

antiquarians and historians— praised commercial expansion, arguing that kings 

liberated republics. This republican reading of history, similar to narratives de-

veloped in Re nais sance Florence or Venice, was a cyclical story leading from 

ancient perfection via ruin to future regeneration. Local chroniclers began their 

narratives with the myth of classical Marseille, lamented how the republic had 

been corrupted, and celebrated its long- awaited resurrection. These historians 

obscured the memory of the conquest and cultivated a culture of historical am-

nesia, by imagining the French monarch rescuing the ancient republic out of its 

moral and economic doldrums. Such evaluations diverged from the discomfort 

that nobility of the sword around the kingdom expressed about commercial ex-

pansion. Commerce, these argued, destabilized ancient social hierarchies and 

weakened the state. Combining classical republican suspicions of luxury with 

the religious ideal of “disinterestedness,” the sword nobility advocated an agri-

cultural society governed by a virtuous aristocracy. The Crown’s support for 

commercial expansion drove a wedge between the sword and robe nobility, and 

this division became apparent in historical discussions.

Chapter 3 studies how the presence of non- French merchants in Marseille 

aff ected conversations between royal and municipal administrators. Following 
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the conquest, the Crown threw open the city gates to greater numbers of foreign 

traders and immigrants, while great numbers of Marseillais and French traders 

departed for non- French ports. Such demographic shifts put pressure on the 

partnership between city elites and royal administrators, as well as their common 

commercial engagement. One major issue— Colbert’s recruitment of foreign 

professionals to Marseille— exacerbated tensions between royal and civic elites. 

The controller- general invited Levantine Armenians and Jews in par tic u lar to 

become French and trade for their adopted king. Royal and Marseillais elites 

employed diff erent languages of public good, usefulness to the state, and civic 

virtue to debate over the fl ow of Jews, Armenians, and Protestants into Marseille 

and France. Royal intendants and Marseille’s chamber of commerce discussed 

whether naturalized subjects could interest themselves in the public good of a 

country originally foreign to them. The chamber and controllers- general did not 

come to an agreement until the latter half of Louis XIV’s reign, when renewed 

warfare and religious intolerance amplifi ed xenophobic rhetoric against non- 

Christian trading partners across France.

The chapter places these Marseillais discussions about foreign and natural-

ized traders in the larger context of French Orientalisms in seventeenth and 

eighteenth- century France. Early modern French utterances regarding the Med-

iterranean East and the Ottoman Empire in par tic u lar  were fraught with ten-

sions. Historically an ally of the sultan, the French king oscillated back and forth 

between fostering positive views of his non- Christian trading partner and his 

people, and reactivating derogatory ste reo types of non- Christian barbarians. 

Under royal supervision and patronage, authors— doctors, merchants, ambas-

sadors, nobles, and travel writers— who penned publications on the Ottoman 

Empire encouraged négociants to conduct missions abroad, while warning of the 

dangers present in Ottoman territories. The challenge for the Crown was to alert 

merchants to dangers connected to international trade without extinguishing 

enthusiasm for commerce. Meanwhile, outside the royal court, Protestant ex-

patriates, sword nobility, amateur observers, and specialists in “Oriental lan-

guages” added to the number of Frenchmen collecting information on the 

Levant. All of these diff erent writings provided a collection of Orientalist vocabu-

laries that royal and local administrators, merchants, and intellectuals could 

employ to craft both inclusive and exclusionary arguments regarding non- French 

and naturalized French populations involved in international commerce.

The specter of catastrophe, most notably plague, however, always threatened 

to annihilate the commercial activities that rested on the precarious cooperation 

among royal and local administrators, and French, naturalized French, and non- 
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French merchants. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 turn to this dark cloud that hovered over 

the international market. Chapter 4 examines how the Crown and Marseillais 

administrators developed regulatory systems to protect commerce and avert medi-

cal catastrophe. Members of Marseille’s Bureau de la Santé ran quarantines and 

collaborated with other Eu ro pe an health bureaus to keep informed of the latest 

epidemics. The Crown increasingly intervened in the bureau’s aff airs as it did in 

commerce, calling for new regulations and demanding clearer communication 

with royal authorities.

Strategies developed to avert medical catastrophe brought centuries- old med-

ical ideas together with newer scientifi c and po liti cal ideas of health and disease. 

Ancient Hippocratic traditions and emergent Orientalist ste reo types of the 

Ottoman Empire converged to contrast a healthy Western civilization— ruled by 

public- minded rulers, offi  cials, and citizens— with a de cadent Ottoman Empire, 

founded on despotism, self- interest, and caprice. Meanwhile, scientifi c, geographic 

and moral arguments overlapped as plague writers stressed the need for citizens 

to prioritize public health over par tic u lar wants. Plague discussions drew on 

civic republican traditions, religious sensibilities against self- interest, and abso-

lutist visions of a utopian sanitary order. Justifi ed in the name of the public good, 

systems of surveillance became increasingly severe all over Eu rope as municipal 

leaders worked to eliminate disease.

Nonetheless, the Great Plague of Marseille, the subject of Chapter 5, appeared 

in 1720. Plague suspended commercial activity between France and its neighbors. 

It strained relationships between the French monarchy and Marseillais admin-

istrators. The Crown had extended its powers by exploiting the ambiguities of 

Marseillais republicanism. Downplaying the po liti cal freedoms that once char-

acterized the republic, it had focused on the commerce that had also formed the 

city’s republican identity. The plague’s arrival on board a merchant ship and the 

subsequent mortality seemed to demonstrate that Marseille’s administrators 

had chosen wrongly by opting for the Crown’s strategy of commercial expansion 

and state- building. Levantine commerce and a corrupt merchant- run quaran-

tine system had brought plague to Marseille. Plague thus stimulated a critique 

of commercial society and strengthened classical republican traditions antago-

nistic to commerce.

Civic leaders did not, however, relinquish their ties with the monarchy. In-

stead, the Crown played a critical role in establishing a municipal order that re-

activated severe classical republican traditions. City administrators and royal 

commandants emphasized communal mobilization and polarized po liti cal vir-

tue against individual interest and commercial and moral corruption. The royal 
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military and civic leaders implicated the market as a breeding ground of immo-

rality. They gathered suspects— defi ned as those who put the population in 

medical and moral danger— and quarantined and summarily executed them. 

The plague years constituted a moment imagined as an ultimate crisis for a city 

whose citizens redefi ned civic engagement without commerce.

Marseillais elites therefore depended on old civic traditions, republican vo-

cabularies, and new forms of royal aid to formulate responses to commercial and 

medical catastrophe. Chapter 6 demonstrates how this mélange of civic repub-

licanism and monarchical bureaucracy converged with the religious reaction to 

plague, by examining Jansenist and Orthodox reactions to commercial crisis. 

Throughout France, Jansenist discussions predating the epidemic had applied 

the rhetoric of republican civic participation to ecclesiastical rule; these debates 

kindled criticisms of commercial luxury and royal and papal absolutism that 

became immediately pertinent in the context of the po liti cal and social chaos 

generated by plague. The Catholic establishment, meanwhile, located the causes 

of plague in immorality, particularly of the kind they believed was spawned by 

commercial excess and religious heterodoxy. Supported by pope and Crown, 

they cultivated a civic devotion— the Cult and Festival of the Sacred Heart 

of  Jesus— to rid the community of such de cadence. Meanwhile, ecclesiastics 

stressed the importance of civic aid and charity during medical crisis, and lik-

ened Catholics’ struggle to choose between redemption and damnation to citi-

zens’ confl icts between po liti cal virtue and corruption.

Chapter 7 discusses how Marseille and France recovered from the medical 

and economic crises of 1720. Ultimately, the critique of commerce during the epi-

demic did not decimate France’s international market; commercial expansion 

reached new heights as France and Marseille turned again toward the Mediter-

ranean to rebuild the French economy and centralized state. The mid eigh teenth 

century was, in many ways, the crowning point of the optimistic philosophy of 

doux commerce. But as the claims of commercial apologists reached a crescendo, 

powerful arguments against commerce continued to resound, from calls for more 

vigilance in patriotic civic education to claims in favor of agricultural pursuits. 

Plague reactivated a language of opposition that would check and counterbal-

ance blind enthusiasm for commerce. Remembering the epidemic, French 

authors would express their ambivalence about market luxury, royal aggrandize-

ment, and their tendencies to corrupt moral and po liti cal virtues. Eighteenth- 

century elites faced the challenge of reconciling their hopes in an upward- moving 

historical trajectory toward civilization, progress, and perfectibility with their 

darker republican musings about a cyclical history of decline and human fallibil-
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ity. Such was the problem both for commentators in the Enlightenment and for 

revolutionaries during the Terror. This study of eighteenth- century nightmares— 

both real and imagined— of a commercial society and expanding state at the 

crossroads of progress and crisis might serve to renew a sense of the Enlighten-

ment’s relevance for the postmodern society of today, for which, regrettably, the 

po liti cal and economic impact of a catastrophic event resonates all too well.



c h a p t e r  o n e

Louis XIV’s conquest of their city in 1660 visually and po liti cally introduced 

Marseillais to the French Crown’s methods of expanding its domestic and inter-

national power. Bourbon statecraft became synonymous with commercial ex-

pansion under Jean- Baptiste Colbert, who decided that France needed to extend 

its commerce as early as 1651. “Providence has placed France in a situation where 

its own fertility is useless, expensive, and incon ve nient without the benefi ts of 

commerce,” he had written as a go- between for Cardinal Mazarin and the king, 

“Through [commerce], all the things one needs are carried from one province to 

another and to foreign lands.”1

The Crown recognized Marseille as a city well suited to serve as a focal point 

for French international commerce. The city’s trading networks with the Italian 

city- states and Levant spanned centuries. As early as the Middle Ages, civic lead-

ers had established consulates in Levantine and other Mediterranean ports to 

stimulate trade. Marseille’s Chamber of Commerce, founded in 1599, was the 

fi rst French institution of its kind. Colbert, therefore, decided to build on the 

city’s centuries- long strengths in Levantine commerce, bestowing on it the royal 

privileges needed “to render this port the most famous in the entire Mediterra-

nean Sea” and “the most important city in the kingdom.” “Marseille,” he wrote to 

the royal intendant in Aix- en- Provence, “is the city necessary for us to wage con-

tinuous economic warfare against all foreign commercial cities, and especially 

against the En glish and the Dutch, who have long encroached on all Levantine 

commerce.”2

Louis XIV, Marseillais Merchants, 
and the Problem of Discerning 

the Public Good
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By conquering Marseille and creating a merchant échevinage there to manage 

a royally regulated marketplace, the Crown built on the city’s commercial 

strengths for purposes of royal aggrandizement. The Crown went along with 

Marseille’s heritage of relative in de pen dence on the condition that the city’s new 

leaders renounced separatism and identifi ed themselves more closely with the 

French monarchy. From the royal perspective, the monarchy’s po liti cal presence 

in Marseille off ered nothing but benefi ts for the city, its administrators and mer-

chants: an invigorated market, a monopoly in the Levant trade, and improved 

defenses against piracy, smuggling, and contagious epidemics arising from for-

eign trade and travel.

The new Marseillais merchant elites, however,  were neither overt royalists 

nor acquiescent collaborators. The échevins and négociants played a double role: 

they  were instruments of centralization and advocates for municipal interests. 

The Crown and the merchant- administrators commonly accepted that commerce 

might benefi t the public good, but their assumptions over how to achieve this 

public good fundamentally confl icted. Moreover, while the Crown hoped the 

négociants promoted to positions of administrative power would facilitate its ex-

pansionist plans, royal ministers and intendants doubted the Marseillais admin-

istrators’ capacity to align their own interests with those of the state.

Royal and civic elites agreed that proper governance required the alignment of 

private with public interests. Two diff erent traditions, however, fed this preoccu-

pation over how to reconcile such interests. As mouthpieces of absolutist ideol-

ogy, Colbert and his intendants in Provence argued that only the monarchy could 

recognize the public good and channel diverse interests to serve this good. Apply-

ing this logic to the market, they insisted that centralized administration and 

the monarch’s sovereign gaze  were essential to police self- interested merchants. 

Marseille’s échevins and members of the Chamber of Commerce questioned this. 

Suspicious of the Crown’s claims to be the sole purveyor of the public good, they 

deployed their civic vocabulary and argued that the public interest could only 

be realized if virtuous citizens articulated the will of the community and that 

Frenchmen who  were “foreign” to Marseille had little knowledge of what might 

be good for the city. They claimed that methods for commercial expansion and 

regulation developed outside of Marseille’s walls— even by the Crown— threatened 

to bring fi nancial disaster, moral ruin, and po liti cal turmoil.

This chapter elaborates on the deep mistrust between royal administrators— 

Colbert and his intendants— and Marseille’s échevins and Chamber of Com-

merce from 1660 to 1683. While they jointly took major strides to expand French 
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trade in the Mediterranean region, their steps toward developing a positive vi-

sion of commerce, and of each other,  were rather unsteady. The Crown remained 

skeptical of merchants’ moral and po liti cal strength. However, after Colbert’s 

death, new administrators obscured the tensions between absolutist and civic 

ideologies. Between 1683 and 1708, the Crown began fostering a more inclusive 

po liti cal atmosphere that allowed local representatives to articulate how their 

regions’ commercial interests aligned with the good of the state. In the Council 

of Commerce in Paris, royal and local delegates combined absolutist and civic 

traditions to deliberate over how to realize the public good. In the end, Louis 

XIV’s conquest of Marseille did little to stamp out traditional civic formulations 

of virtuous po liti cal and social conduct.

toward the conquest: a brief background

The city chosen by Louis XIV and Colbert to serve as the center of operations 

for royally supervised Franco- Levantine commerce was an oligarchy that en-

joyed a long tradition of autonomous rule and anti- royalist activity. Founded by 

Greek seafarers from Phocaea around 600 BCE, Marseille— originally Massilia— 

 accumulated considerable commercial and cultural power in the ancient Medi-

terranean until Julius Caesar sacked it in punishment for supporting Pompey 

in the Roman civil wars.3 Its consuls’ attempts to keep Marseille in de pen dent 

of Catalan counts and French kings through the Middle Ages ultimately failed; 

the city fell to Charles d’Anjou, brother of Saint Louis (King Louis IX of France), 

upon his seizure of Provence in the thirteenth century.4 Though Provence united 

with France in 1486 during the reign of Louis XI, the primary or ga niz er of the 

 union, the Marseillais Palamède de Forbin did his utmost to preserve the terri-

tory’s autonomy, dictating that Provence join “not as an accessory to a principal, 

but as principal to another principal.”5 Louis XI assured Provence “administra-

tive and po liti cal autonomy . . .  under the authority of a lieutenant general under 

the ser vice of the king.”6 The French Crown installed a royal governor, lieutenant- 

general, and intendant in the regional capital, Aix- en- Provence, but it brought 

the province into its orbit as a pays d’état, distinguished from pays d’élections by 

its greater in de pen dence.7 With its heritage of Roman law and administrative 

and fi scal liberties, Marseille’s status as an aristocratic city- state was virtually 

unchanged.8

From 1486 to 1660, Marseille’s administrative and legal structures remained 

intact despite modifi cations necessitated by confl icts among ruling aristocratic 

and merchant families.9 Most notable among the city’s constitutions  were the 
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Rules of Cossa (1475) and Saint- Vallier (1492), and the Règlement du sort (1652). 

The fi rst placed the city in the hands of a chapitre, composed of several magis-

trates and two councils. Confl icts between the nobles and merchants led to the 

creation of the Rule of Saint- Vallier, which instituted a municipal council of 

seventy- two members, who annually rotated in by thirds. Three consuls, a noble, 

a squire, and a merchant presided as leaders of the city. The Rule was replaced 

by the Règlement du sort, which established a 300- person council and instituted 

the ancient tradition of election by lots.

By the mid seventeenth century, however, the monarchy’s interference in 

Marseillais politics began creating a volatile environment that polarized those 

loyal to the Crown against those who mounted the po liti cal platform brandish-

ing the rhetoric of civic in de pen dence. In 1638, Cardinal Richelieu, disregarding 

decisions made by the royal governor of Provence, appointed to fi rst consulship 

Antoine de Valbelle, the lieutenant general of Marseille. Years later, in 1657, the 

governor’s son took his revenge by elevating Valbelle’s opponents to the fi rst and 

second consulships. Valbelle’s supporters, led by Gaspard de Glandevès- Niozelles, 

allied against the new consuls under the banner of Marseillais in de pen dence. 

Amid escalating violence, the Crown charged Niozelles with attempting to assas-

sinate the royal viguier. Accused of lèse- majesté, he lost his noble title and privi-

leges. The Crown hoped that Marseille’s elections of 1659 would restore order, but 

the city council, emboldened by a tide of anti- royalism, elected Niozelles’ friends 

to consulships. The new consuls defi ed the royal order to turn in Niozelles, who 

mysteriously disappeared.

These disturbances prompted Louis XIV to take control of Marseille. Fresh 

from his military triumphs on France’s northern frontier, the monarch, who had 

just engineered the Treaty of the Pyrenees and was preparing to marry María 

Teresa of Spain, decided to take a detour on the way to his bride.10 As the royal 

entourage wove toward the Bidasoa River, where the future queen awaited, they 

headed southward toward Provence.11 In January 1660, Louis celebrated the re-

dedication of the famed ancient Roman obelisk in Arles, and by March, he had 

installed himself in the provincial capital of Aix- en- Provence, within striking 

distance of Marseille. Meanwhile, he sent the royal governor of Provence, the 

duc de Vendôme, ahead of him with six thousand troops. The wedding pro-

cession would march over Marseille’s ruins before proceeding toward the bride.

This conquest, among other events that transpired in 1660, ushered in a new 

era for Louis XIV. The king was married by June of the same year. Within a few 

months, Mazarin was dead, and Louis announced that he would assume com-

plete personal control of the French Crown. And in place of a prime minister, a 
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new controller- general, Jean- Baptiste Colbert, worked to fulfi ll the monarch’s 

ambitions of royal aggrandizement, commercial expansion, and personal 

glorifi cation.

colbertism in marseille (1660– 1683)

Between Louis XIV’s conquest of the city and Colbert’s death in 1683, the 

controller- general introduced several projects to realize the vision of a Marseille 

qua “center of Mediterranean commerce,” operating under royal direction. First, 

Colbert ordered urban expansion. The agrandissement de Marseille in June 1666 

transformed the medieval port into a city capable of supporting amplifi ed com-

mercial activity and increased populations of royal naval personnel, galley slaves, 

and foreign merchants. This expansion was intended to visually impart the mes-

sage that Marseille was a French city equipped to lead international commerce. 

On the heels of urban expansion, the Edit sur la franchise du port de Marseille 

of April 1669 made the city a duty- free port. In order to attract international 

business and boost domestic sales, Colbert abolished the taxes previously re-

quired of foreign merchants entering the city. His fi ve subsequent initiatives 

 were intended to curb corrupt practices in the market and to rein in Marseille’s 

commercial activity under royal management. These included the creation of 

mandatory escorts to protect French merchant ships from Barbary corsairs, the 

regulation of currency exchange, consulate reform, and the negotiation of new 

capitulations (treaties privileging French subjects) with the Ottoman Empire, 

and the expansion of Marseille’s Bureau de la santé to protect against merchandise- 

borne diseases originating in the Levant.

colbertism and the city: 
the agrandissement  of 1666

Colbert’s earliest project in Marseille, the urbanization project of 1666, triggered 

heated debates over the correct protocols for realizing commercial expansion. As 

Béatrice Hénin has shown, urbanization during the Sun King’s reign “imposed 

the po liti cal concept of the national state and its corollary, the absolute monar-

chy.” Gutting Paris, Sète, Brest, and Rochefort of their medieval traces, the Crown 

transformed their cityscapes to conform to uniform guidelines. Similar city plans 

and standardized architectural themes would represent the cohesiveness and 

breadth of the French state.12 Colbert’s aspirations for France to emulate impe-

rial Rome found physical expression in urban expansion, in the construction of 
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neoclassical public buildings and in the restoration of antique monuments. He 

set up new institutions, such as the Académie royale d’architecture (1671), which 

off ered public instruction in architecture, mathematics, mechanics, perspec-

tive, and hydraulics and provided students with opportunities to study in Rome.13 

Roman motifs  were integrated into French public buildings, from the Dôme 

church at Les Invalides (1676) to the Chapelle de Versailles (1689) and St. Sul-

pice (1736) and later the church of St. Geneviève– Panthéon (1773) in Paris.14 

Striving for equilibrium between Roman antiquity and French modernity, royal 

architects built a state linked to the splendor of the past.

Louis XIV’s architectural imperialism transformed Marseille as well. Col-

bert’s letters patent of 10 June 1666 ordered the town to be redesigned as a clean, 

spacious city to facilitate commerce and accommodate royal administrators. From 

its founding to 1660, the city perched on the three hills above the Vieux Port 

faced the Mediterranean, with its back to the eastern marshes. Compact and 

cramped, the city’s walls, narrow alleys, and squalid apartments, a royal in for-

mant observed, made Marseille a hotbed of disease.15 Colbert decided that the 

new city would follow a gridline arrangement. A Grand Cours, 300 fathoms (549 

meters) long and 14 fathoms (about 25.6 meters) wide, would extend from the 

main gates down the eastern side of the city. The Cours would intersect with 

another new boulevard (the present- day Canebière) at the Place Royale. The newly 

developed southern bank of the port would be the site of the Arsenal of the royal 

galleys. Conforming to the monumentality and classical symmetry characteristic 

of baroque urbanism, these renovations would convert Marseille into a French 

commercial metropolis.

Colbert tapped Nicolas Arnoul, the royal intendant of the galleys in Marseille, 

to direct the expansion. A commission consisting of Arnoul; Henri de Maynier, 

baron d’Oppède, premier président of the parlement de Provence and conseiller du 

Roi; and Dominique Guidy, trésorier général de France, was appointed to design 

the new city.16 It focused on three priorities: fi rst, to plan new neighborhoods for 

naval and other royal personnel; second, to devise methods to lure prominent 

merchants from the old city to the new; and third, to improve circulation of goods 

and people by engineering wider boulevards. By June 1666, the Crown had given 

the developer François Roustan permission to demolish the old walls and to col-

lect taxes to support the project.17

Marseille’s échevins “completely opposed the entire execution” of the agran-

dissement, which they saw as an imposition from outside and above.18 They ar-

gued that decisions for urban development had to be deliberated in the city coun-

cil; the Crown, they maintained, “could not execute [its plans] without hearing 



Marseille in the mid- seventeenth century. Courtesy Archives municipales de la ville de Marseille, 11Fi47.
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the appeal of the supplicants.” The project would not only “greatly incon ve-

nience” the Marseillais but spell their fi nancial and moral ruin. New buildings 

would devalue older property. Expansion would create a taste for luxury, leading 

Marseillais to abandon entire quarters for new, “beautiful homes furnished with 

the furniture and paintings following the century’s trends.” As a result, they 

would “lose their entire fortunes” and eventually “desert” the city, inviting 

economic disaster.19

The échevins insisted that the expansion favored those least interested in Mar-

seille; it catered to non- Marseillais. New plans, they claimed,  were always “suspi-

cious” and “harmful to the city and its commerce.” The “most suspect” of these 

“foreign enterprises,” they complained,  were new taxes that introduced an “infi -

nite variety” of “contentions” among Marseillais. Motivated only by their own 

interests, the partisans of expansion “would practice several violations in tax 

collection.”20 Landlords would face excessive burdens and become entangled in 

Nicolas Arnoul’s expansion plan, 1666. Courtesy Chambre de Commerce et d’Industrie 
Marseille- Provence.
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legal pro cesses. As “protectors of the privileges of Marseille” the échevins  were 

“obliged to represent to the Court, the general and par tic u lar interests, regard-

ing the subject of the expansion [agrandissement].”21

Nicolas Arnoul derided the échevins for their audacity in claiming to repre-

sent the “general interest,” depicting them as self- interested, defi ant republi-

cans. “Special interests oppose [the expansion],”22 he complained; “the échevins 

still think they are ancient Roman consuls”;23 they did “not want to quit their 

ancient errors,” but rather “behave freely and capriciously without submitting.”24 

Climate and geography, Arnoul added, exacerbated the situation; “humidity” 

and “the heat of the land get the upper hand and reason comes to [Marseillais] 

too tardily.”25 Tropical conditions made the city’s leaders and inhabitants short-

sighted: “they abandon themselves to their work, working for bourgeois who 

have no other thought than their sole interest without regard to anything  else.” 

Marseille was a city where “the interests of [private individuals] are totally op-

posed to that of the king.”26

The intendant of the galleys advocated a method of recognizing the public 

good that was consistent with traditional notions of absolutism. These saw the 

state as comprised of a multitude of corps, orders, and Estates; the king alone 

could discern the public good and maintain the state— a collection of disparate 

corporate bodies— by exercising his justice, reason, and will. As Keith Michael 

Baker has argued, “it follows from this defi nition of absolutism that the king, 

and the king alone, is a public person.”27 As members of diverse bodies held to-

gether only through the coordinative powers of royal will and justice, French 

subjects could only harbor partial interests. While Arnoul and the échevins com-

monly polarized general and par tic u lar interests, the échevins’ claims on behalf 

of the general good remained, for Arnoul, the expressions of a par tic u lar corps.

Equating local re sis tance to the agrandissement with personal interest, Ar-

noul informed Colbert that it was necessary to impose the royal will in Marseille. 

“[I have] no other aim than the king’s grandeur and the good of the city,” he 

wrote to the controller- general, “Marseille will become . . .  a great city that will 

not be able to defend itself against its master.”28 Arnoul asked the Crown for the 

power of force to silence the échevins: “the échevins cover their ears when you 

urge them to give up their old errors . . .  they are accustomed to want the oppo-

site of what they should want. It is necessary to cure these sick people by force.”29

Ultimately, however, the Crown ignored Arnoul. On 6 March 1668, caught in 

a deadlock with the municipality, Colbert authorized the échevins to lead the 

expansion. Under their direction, it became a local project rather than one im-

posed from outside.30 The échevins formed a Bureau de l’agrandissement com-
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prised of the municipal magistracy and six (later twelve) elected directors. They 

drafted a revised proposal with two local architects, Gaspard Puget and Mat-

thieu Portal, to triple the size of the city from 67 to 195 hectares and to create a 

new city center at the port by developing the eastern and southern areas beyond 

the old city walls.

The échevins’ new expansion plan met royal calls for uniformity but inte-

grated local traditions. While conforming to the grandiosity that Colbert imag-

ined for French cities, the project incorporated regional and Italian styles. Gas-

pard Puget’s brother, Pierre Puget, used his training as a sculptor and builder 

in Florence, Genoa, and Rome, to recast Marseille in the style of an Italian city- 

state.31 Rejecting Arnoul’s plans for an austere Cours fl anked by apartments 

with identical façades, Puget envisioned a street “as wide as its length,” similar 

to the Strada Nuova in Genoa. Apartment buildings would be adorned with 

Marseille in the eigh teenth century. Courtesy Archives municipales de la ville de Marseille, 
11Fi22.
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Ionic and Corinthian columns or with “nymphs, tritons and sea gods celebrating 

the maritime vocation of the city, while simultaneously evoking the gilded fi gures 

on the galleys anchored at the port.”32 The building blocks for the agrandissement 

came from Genoa, not France. Deliberations of the Bureau de l’agrandissement 

as late as 1687 show local architects requesting more Italian marble for the pillars 

along the Cours.33

The money and time spent on the new expansion suggest that the échevins 

disagreed with Arnoul and Colbert more over procedure than over the idea of the 

project itself. Arguments that the expansion would prompt infl ation, depopula-

tion, and fi nancial and moral catastrophes tapered off  once the Hôtel de Ville 

received authority to direct the expansion. Ultimately, it seems that the project 

worked favorably for many local merchants. Marseille’s artisans and small trad-

ers found accommodation in the newer neighborhoods, undercutting Arnoul’s 

plan to “separate the diff erent social classes by creating a residential sector re-

served for notables.”34 Echevins, offi  cers of the galleys, and royal commissioners 

populated the new district, and it was only in the southwestern part of the 

The Cours of Marseille. Courtesy Archives municipales de la ville de Marseille, 11Fi26.
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agrandissement— the Paradis quarter— that Arnoul’s original idea of an exclu-

sive area restricted to imported elites was realized.

Architecturally and socially, the agrandissement played out in a way that privi-

leged local needs and followed the échevins’ methods of discerning the bien pub-

lic. It mutated from a royal project into a local one. It transformed the city, not 

into a Paris in the south, but rather, into an Italian republic on French soil. The 

intendant of the galleys left Marseille before this materialized, but Controller- 

General Colbert authorized the modifi cations. However, he billed Marseille’s 

échevins 100,000 livres for the privilege of directing the expansion.

colbert and marseille’s chamber of commerce: 
the edict of 1669

Tensions between Colbert and Marseille’s échevinage and Chamber of Com-

merce reignited, however, when the controller- general unfurled his subsequent 

plan to restructure commerce under royal control: the edict of April 1669 that 

established Marseille as a duty- free port with a monopoly over France’s Levan-

tine trade. This edict prompted a century of unpre ce dented French commercial 

expansion.35 It abolished all duties on goods landed in Marseille, attracting for-

eign merchants by the thousands to the city, which emerged as a global node for 

merchants from the Levant, the North Sea, the German states, Switzerland, Pied-

mont, the New World, Guinea, and the Indies. By the eigh teenth century, vessels 

left the Vieux Port for Mexico, the Antilles, Martinique, and Peru, via Cape Horn. 

India, China, Guinea, and Mozambique also became frequent destinations.36 

Marseillais négociants accumulated incredible profi ts over the fi rst de cades of 

the eigh teenth century. Jean- Baptiste Bruny, for example, who made a profi t of 

120,000 livres in 1700, doubled his sales to 200,000 by 1705, half a million by 

1710, a million by 1715, and twice that by 1720.37

Historians credit the edict of 1669 with ushering in a period of major com-

mercial success for France and Marseille.38 Why, then, would the échevins and 

Chamber of Commerce voice opposition to this edict for two de cades? If the 

edict established Marseille’s monopoly in the Levantine trade and secured the 

city’s position vis-à- vis domestic and international ports in the Mediterranean, 

why  were there objections to it, and how  were they expressed?

Two institutions, the échevinage and the Marseille Chamber of Commerce, 

opposed the promulgation of the edict. For the échevins, this project, like the 

agrandissement that preceded it, was an initiative imposed from outside. They 

challenged the liberalization of the port from the moment the idea of the edict 
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became public knowledge. As of 1664, Colbert had not found a single collabora-

tor willing to act as an intermediary in Aix- en- Provence and in Marseille to real-

ize his dreams. Finally, he turned to Arnoul and d’Oppède.

Facing opposition from the échevinage, these royal administrators tried to 

court the Marseille Chamber of Commerce, hoping that its members would 

cooperate with the Crown. In 1650, the city council had separated the adminis-

tration of commerce from that of the city, freeing the chamber from the author-

ity of the Hôtel de Ville, and it thus wielded considerable power in Marseille.39 It 

controlled its own activities, determined its bud get, founded its own archive, 

and elected its trea sur er without interference from the Hôtel de Ville.40 The royal 

administrators hoped to exploit this separation between municipal and com-

mercial administration to royal advantage: “There are two interests in Mar-

seille,” Arnoul wrote. “It is necessary to separate, one from the other, the échevi-

nage and Chamber of Commerce, and treat them diff erently, discredit the former 

and authorize the latter.” 41 Arnoul and d’Oppède initiated negotiations with the 

Chamber, without the participation of the Hôtel de Ville, which could not con-

cern itself directly with commerce.

The Chamber of Commerce decided, however, that the edict did not suit the 

fi nancial interests of Marseille’s merchant community. Although it recognized 

in a Mémoire dressé contre le port franc pour envoyer à Sa Majesté that “Your Maj-

esty would like to enrich your subjects,” it asserted that the edict would invite “a 

contrary development.” The abolition of all duties would be disastrous for the 

chamber. It would be deprived of the income that it spent to maintain the port, 

impose quarantines, police smugglers, and pay the stipend of the French ambas-

sador in Constantinople. Commerce would be destroyed, fi rms would go bank-

rupt, and “Marseille would become desolate.” Increased foreign traffi  c would 

augment the risk of illegal arms feeding into the market. Foreigners would take 

over real estate. The pressures of increased traffi  c and lack of funds would under-

mine the eff ectiveness of quarantines. Colbert off ered to alleviate these pressures 

by imposing one new tax— the cottimo— but the chamber argued that a single 

tax would not generate enough revenue to support expenditures. The Crown’s 

expectation that the chamber reimburse tax farmers whose ser vices would be 

suspended in a free port added the fi nal “unsupportable” pressure.42 Ultimately, 

the chamber anticipated that these problems in Marseille would harm the king-

dom at large.

While acting in de pen dently of each other, the échevinage and Chamber of 

Commerce presented a similar argument to the Crown. An initiative imposed 

from outside, it claimed, the edict catered to non- Marseillais interests rather 
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than those of Marseille’s merchant community. It ignored the city’s bud getary 

needs. It released foreign merchants from the payment of duties needed to 

maintain the port and consulates in the Mediterranean. It promised foreign 

merchants the possibility of acquiring the status of French subjects and Marseil-

lais citizens; indeed, Colbert imagined that adopted Frenchmen would play a 

major role in stabilizing France’s growing market.43 The chamber insisted that 

a free port would free foreigners from taxes, but the Marseille chamber would 

be burdened with new expenditures and the problem of confronting potential 

competitors— naturalized citizens— within the city walls. The chamber and 

the échevins saw in the edict the same inattention to the Marseillais bien public 

manifest in Arnoul’s agrandissement.

Colbert reacted by stating that Marseillais merchants could not discern the 

general good: “there is,” he insisted, “no greater enemy of general commerce and 

good order . . .  than the merchants of Marseille.” He reminded his intendants in 

Provence to “work hard for the par tic u lar good of this city and the general good 

of the kingdom,” both which depended on the liberalization of Marseille’s port. 

He warned that “the small- minded merchants of Marseille have no notion of any 

other trade than that between their shops . . .  they ignore business in general for 

the sake of quick, small individual profi ts, which ruins them later.” 44

It would seem that the Crown defeated the échevinage and chamber when the 

parlement of Aix registered the edict in April 1669. Colbert wrote to d’Oppède 

in May 1669 describing how the positive eff ects of this edict would prove “most 

public” and “universal.” 45 His ideas regarding the edict’s universal application 

and publicmindedness, as well as his understanding of the Crown’s exclusive 

authority to crush merchant self- interestedness,  were echoed in the edict’s lan-

guage. It began by defi ning commerce as the glue that united people and states, 

and that would secure France’s international power: “Commerce is the most 

proper means to reconcile diff erent nations and entertain the most opposed 

spirits in great mutual correspondence,” 46 it asserted. “We oblige our subjects to 

apply themselves and carry [commerce] to the most distant nations to gather the 

fruit . . .  to establish, in peace as in war, the reputation of the French name.” 

Commerce, it continued, was good for all individual subjects: “it brings and 

spreads abundance by the most innocent of means, it renders subjects happy.” 

The edict portrayed the Crown as the liberating force arrived in Marseille to 

crush personal interests manifest in the vexing tariff s that the city’s administra-

tors had levied: “The best and most profi table establishments for the public be-

came degenerate and enfeebled, . . .  and we found this city overburdened with 

import and export duties more than any other [place] in the kingdom, although 
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ours [i.e., the Crown’s]  were not established there.” 47 The edict reproached the 

Marseillais who had profi ted through superfl uous duties and contrasted the 

Crown’s public- minded, universalist position with the particularistic, self- 

interested one of local merchants.

The edict of 1669 abolished all duties previously levied by Marseille— the 
1⁄2 percent tax used to pay the expenses of the French ambassador in Constan-

tinople; another 1⁄2 percent tax, the gabelle du port, used to maintain the port; the 

table de la mer; the duty of 50 sous per ton on foreign ships; taxes on spices and 

medicine, oil, honey, and alum, a salted- fi sh tax, and many others. Foreigners 

could no longer be charged export duties.48 The Crown imposed one new tax— 

the cottimo—on ships entering and leaving Marseille. The Chamber of Com-

merce would use the cottimo to compensate for what its former duties had paid: 

the ambassador’s salary, the 25,000 livres required for the upkeep of the port, a 

new quarantine center, and the liquidation of debts to tax farmers.49

Colbert optimistically calculated that the edict and the liberalization of Mar-

seille’s port would generate profi ts that would quickly render the cottimo unnec-

essary. He projected that the chamber would be able to cover its expenditures 

from the surplus in revenue pumped into the city through increased trade. He 

insisted that the quick abolition of the cottimo was imperative to make Mar-

seille a truly free port.50 The Crown therefore reduced the cottimo three times in 

the fi rst year of its imposition.51 Meanwhile, royal intendants in Aix- en- Provence 

pressured the Chamber of Commerce to pay its debts punctually so that the cot-

timo could be eliminated.52 The chamber protested against such developments, 

pleading that it was near impossible for one tax to cover all its expenditures. 

Besides paying 16,000 livres to the ambassador and 25,000 livres for port main-

tenance, the chamber was hounded by tax farmers asking for the liquidation of 

debts topping 211,508 livres.53 The chamber also used the cottimo for emergen-

cies; in 1682, for example, the French ambassador to Constantinople promised 

the sultan 250,000 livres in reparation for the French bombardment of an Otto-

man city, and Colbert ordered the chamber to pay this sum.54 The chamber 

found Colbert to be out of touch with the fi nancial realities of Marseille.

The suppression of the cottimo was as impractical as it was impossible. Fol-

lowing Colbert’s death, the chamber borrowed 250,000 livres from the Crown in 

1685 to cover its outstanding balance; the Crown responded by introducing a 

“double cottimo” to help pay this loan back.55 The cottimo was not abolished until 

1766.
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colbert’s defiant merchants: arguments 
about sailing escorts

Although Colbert’s assumption that creating a duty- free port at Marseille would 

benefi t the fi sc suggests an optimistic faith in royally regulated commercial ex-

pansion, his other initiatives with regard to the city signal an underlying pessi-

mism about merchants. Following the edict, he introduced a series of regula-

tions to reform French commerce in the Mediterranean and to bring it under 

royal control. Over two de cades, Colbert consistently stressed two points. First, 

he maintained that merchants, and Marseille’s in par tic u lar, placed their fi nan-

cial interests over the public good. Second, he insisted that given such merchant 

egotism, unregulated trade in Marseille would endanger the state. Colbert be-

lieved that commerce required the guiding hand of the Crown to ensure that 

trade contributed to the public good.

Such assumptions prompted Colbert to require Marseillais trading ships to 

sail the Mediterranean in convoy under royal naval escort. This decision was 

provoked by France’s ongoing confl icts with the Barbary Coast states, as a result 

of which pirates frequently attacked French merchant vessels.56 In 1662, Colbert 

informed his intendant in Aix that His Majesty would maintain twelve galleys 

and other warships in the Mediterranean to escort merchant ships during peak 

summer trading seasons.57 He ordered Nicolas Arnoul to build more galleys, 

which  were to be equipped with cannon and carry infantry.58

The Marseillais merchants refused this royal protection, insisting that delays 

involved in waiting for escorts and leaving at designated times would put them 

out of synch with fl uctuations in the market dictated by supply and demand.59 

Colbert criticized the merchants for placing their fi nancial interests over those 

of trade in general. He warned his intendant: “every time you speak with the 

merchants of Marseille about these aff airs, guard yourself against their argu-

ments, which are all false and will lead to the destruction of commerce.”60 He 

noted that the Marseillais merchants’ objections  were consistent with their de-

sire “to preserve for themselves complete liberty in their commerce.”61 From 

Colbert’s perspective, a duty- free port would attract merchants who would ben-

efi t France, but also pirates, bandits, and smugglers who disrupted trade and 

attacked French subjects. The liberty of a duty- free port was contingent on it 

being royally regulated. The Marseillais négociants, however, understood com-

mercial liberty as the absence of royal interference.

When pirate attacks continued, Colbert blamed the Marseillais merchants, 

rather than the corsairs: “[I am] not surprised that . . .  kidnappings and . . .  other 
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parallel incon ve niences befall those of Marseille who continue their commerce 

sans escorte and who choose not to profi t from the powerful protection that His 

Majesty off ers.”62 Over a de cade later, when he observed that Marseillais mer-

chants continued to be “kidnapped by the Barbary pirates,” he ridiculed them 

for “never want[ing] to put in the least amount of eff ort or diligence to get them-

selves out of this mess.”63 Colbert could not comprehend how Marseille’s mer-

chants could refuse the Crown’s protection, when their practices upset not only 

France’s “general commerce” but, more obviously, their own.

colbert and coinage: controlling 
currency in marseille

Most galling for Colbert was Marseille’s merchants’ practice of depleting the 

kingdom of currency. “The source of all the abuses that are committed in regards 

to money in the  whole kingdom is Marseille,” he claimed, “because the mer-

chants do not want to fi nd a means to send French merchandise to the Levant, 

and they fi nd it easier to send money in cash [out of the country].”64 Colbert 

calculated that they exported two million coins annually.65 He doubted the mer-

chants’ argument that the superior quality of Levantine textiles left them no 

choice but to pay cash for them. The British and Dutch, he claimed, had no prob-

lems trading with “absolutely no money.”66 The use of currency benefi ted for-

eign markets at France’s expense and disrupted Colbert’s plans to increase ex-

ports. He accused Marseillais merchants of trading in counterfeit coin at infl ated 

rates: “The greatest disorder concerning monies consists of the 3 sous coin ex-

changed in Marseille . . .  the Marseillais merchants in par tic u lar . . .  introduce 

false coins in the Levant.”67

Colbert depicted these activities as fi nancial “crimes” of self- interest that 

violated the Crown’s “universal” laws: “The Marseillais merchants, who care for 

nothing but the little profi t that they can make, and who abuse the liberty that 

they have been given up to now to ship money as they like to the Levant, do so 

against . . .  the universal and fundamental law of all states, which prohibits the 

transport of gold and currency on pain of death.” He ordered the royal navy to 

randomly check Marseillais ships, confi scate money, and punish noncompliant 

merchants. Initially limited to four annual searches, seizures escalated to sev-

eral per month.68

The confl icts between the controller- general and Marseille’s échevins, Cham-

ber of Commerce, and merchant elite suggest a consistent problem for Colbert: 

business was good, but merchants tended to be bad. They pursued their fi nancial 
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interests and disregarded the good of the state. This negative view of merchants 

was a remnant of traditional perceptions of commerce as a “public hazard” and 

of its practitioners as the antithesis of virtuous citizens, Amalia Kessler argues.69 

Notwithstanding Colbert’s new vision of commerce as the foundation of society, 

his understanding of it was thus distinctly old- fashioned. He insisted that the 

Crown alone could contain Marseillais merchants’ egotistical impulses, if not 

through regulatory systems, then by force.

transparency in the mediterranean: 
colbertism beyond marseille

Colbert’s plans to oversee merchant activity  were not limited to Marseille. If the 

edict of 1669 brought Levantine goods and merchants to Marseille, it also re-

leased Marseillais merchants in greater numbers to the Levant. Policing com-

merce required the cooperation of ambassadors, consuls, and merchants around 

the Mediterranean who would serve as Colbert’s eyes and arms. Three projects 

 were central to his endeavors: reforming consulates, educating new interpreters, 

and modifying French treaties with the Ottoman Empire.

That Colbert’s reform of the consulates coincided with the edict of 1669 was 

no coincidence. The month the edict was fi nalized, Colbert wrote to French 

consuls abroad, stating that the king had named him secretary of state, and that 

henceforth all consulates fell under his control. He ordered them to supply him 

with information on their country of residence, including the form of govern-

ment, merchandise, manufacturers, the quantity of caravans, Eu ro pe an ships and 

merchandise entering and leaving port, the status of the army and navy, and 

running prices and currencies of other nations.70 He requested an inventory of 

French fi ve-sous coins so that he could curb counterfeit trading and the depletion 

of currency from France.71 According to Colbert, such policing was essential to 

protect confi dence in and the value of French currency in the global market.

Colbert stressed the need for paper trails to bring the consulates into the orbit 

of centralized governance. He ordered strict delivery of deliberation minutes 

from “assemblies of the nation” abroad. These  were councils composed of mer-

chants, captains, and shipowners, who convened regularly to debate over resolu-

tions to be executed by the consuls. Traditionally, Marseille’s Chamber of Com-

merce requested copies of these minutes, but, as Colbert noted, such copies  were 

“neither signed by all the participating merchants nor registered in time.”72 He 

issued an arrêt du Roi demanding prompt delivery of the minutes of delibera-

tions to Marseille’s Chamber of Commerce.73
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Colbert’s reforms also involved transforming the practice of hiring interpret-

ers, or drogmans, for the consulates. Until 1670, these drogmans  were Ottoman 

subjects— often Jews and Greeks. Strained relationships with their French 

employers generated “frequent complaints by French merchants residing in 

Levantine ports [échelles du Levant] concerning the functions of these drogmans”; 

Colbert therefore decided that merchant assemblies would elect French nation-

als as interpreters.74 Given the scarcity of multilingual Frenchmen in the Levant, 

he ordered “that every three years, six young Marseillais boys be sent to the 

convent of the Capuchins of Constantinople and Smyrna to be instructed in our 

religion and the knowledge of Levantine languages.” In the interim, he sent boys 

annually to supply consulates with immediate linguistic support.75 Known as 

enfans de langue—children of language— these students served “the king and 

the public in their capacity as interpreters for which they have been called.” 

Under Colbert, the former job of Ottoman personnel was transformed into an 

exalted occupation for “king and public.”76

Marseille’s Chamber of Commerce reluctantly paid— with the cottimo— the 

cost of educating these boys. It objected to the annual 300 livres requisite for each 

student and to the monastic education, which seemed inappropriate for boys 

destined for careers in commerce. The Capuchins in Constantinople complained 

to Colbert that the chamber refused to pay its installments or sent them tardily.77 

It was only after 1681, when the eff ects of such education  were fi nally felt that the 

chamber’s protests abated.

the capitulation  of 1673

The new commercial treaty concluded between the Ottoman sultan and French 

king on 5 June 1673 was Colbert’s crowning achievement with respect to France’s 

Mediterranean trade. The odds  were against such an agreement being reached. 

In 1669, reports from merchant deputies in Marseille and Lyon regarding Franco- 

Ottoman relations  were overwhelmingly negative. Word that Sultan Mehmet 

IV had arrested French ambassador, Denis de la Haye, sieur de Vantalet, and 

imprisoned him in the Castle of the Seven Towers— the Yedikule fortress— at 

Constantinople had brought France and Turkey to the brink of war. Such reports, 

Colbert worried, would cause “disorders and bankruptcies in commerce, and . . .  

the most considerable loss to commerce that there has been in Eu rope for the 

subjects of His Majesty.” He planned to divert warships to the Levant to “rees-

tablish the reputation of Your Majesty’s armies.”78 He suggested to the chevalier 

Antoine de Valbelle, chef d’escadre de galères, that he reinforce his supply of gun-
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powder and grenades. At the end of 1669, right after the promulgation of an 

edict to bolster Levantine commerce, France was poised for war with the Otto-

man Empire.

War was, however, averted. Louis XIV recalled his ambassador and dis-

patched Charles François Olier, marquis de Nointel, conseiller du Roi in the par-

lement de Paris, as new ambassador in August 1670.79 Nointel’s fi rst impres-

sions of Constantinople did little to ease the Crown’s anxieties, but Colbert shied 

away from war. News circulated among Constantinople, Smyrna, and Paris that 

the French  were the most abused foreigners in the Turkish capital. The Ottoman 

court treated the French ambassador “without regard for the dignity of the king,” 

and, against rules laid out in former capitulations, prosecuted and executed a 

French national in front of Nointel.80 The grand vizier, Ahmet Cuperly, agreed 

to the renewal of in eff ec tive old treaties, but refused to sign a new agreement. 

While such news led Marseille’s Chamber of Commerce to encourage war, the 

controller- general stalled. France could not aff ord to open another front when it 

had just ended the War of Devolution against Spain (1667– 68) and was poised 

for the Franco- Dutch War (1672– 78). A war of words ensued, with Colbert threa-

tening to recall his ambassador and to suspend trade. Verbal threats worked; the 

sultan agreed to a new capitulation, formalized on 5 June 1673.

The Capitulation of 1673 strengthened French commerce in the Levant by 

establishing physical security for French nationals, commercial privileges that 

topped those of the British and Dutch, and consular sovereignty over French 

nationals. In fl amboyant rhetoric, its preamble announced the friendship be-

tween “the emperor of emperors and distributors of crowns . . .  protector and 

governor of . . .  the largest parts of Asia and Africa . . .  Mehmet IV” and Louis 

XIV, “the greatest monarch of the land of those who believe in Jesus, chosen 

among the glorious princes of the religion of Christ, the conqueror of Christian 

nations, seigneur of majesty and honor, patron of glory, emperor of France.”81 

Its clauses guaranteed ambassadors, consuls, merchants, pilgrims, and French 

nationals in general protection in the Ottoman Empire. French ships and na-

tionals could not be seized by Ottoman pirates; those taken prisoner had to be 

released, and the Crown could legally punish pirates by destroying their ports. 

Churches could not be vandalized, and previously burned Capuchin convents 

 were allowed to be rebuilt.

The capitulation extended the defi nition of French nationals to include sub-

jects of “nations that do not have their own ambassador in [Ottoman ports] and 

therefore trade under the banner of France,” including Portuguese, Sicilians, 

Castilians, and Messinians.82 Any Eu ro pe an lacking protection of an ambassador 
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could enter Ottoman territory as a Frenchman. Eu ro pe an traders who did not 

speak French and had never set foot in France could thus trade as French nation-

als to benefi t French commerce.

Beyond physical security, the capitulation established commercial advantages 

and the French Crown’s extraterritorial authority. French merchants secured 

the privilege of trading what ever goods they pleased in the empire. French na-

tionals  were exempted from Ottoman taxes; the currency they brought with 

them from France could not be confi scated “under the pretext of converting it to 

Ottoman money.” Import and export duties  were reduced from 5 percent to 3 

percent. The last category of clauses established French sovereignty over French 

nationals: Ottoman courts could not try, prosecute, or execute French nationals. 

French laws trumped Ottoman ones within French “nations” abroad.

The most important clause for Franco- Ottoman relations and for a pro- 

French international balance of power in the Levant was clause 19 of the 1673 

agreement:

The emperor of France is among all Christian kings and princes, the most noble 

of the highest family, and the perfect friend that our sultans have acquired among 

the kings and princes of the believers in Jesus . . .  we command that his ambas-

sador who resides in our happy Porte have pre ce dence over all the ambassadors of 

other kings and princes, whether at our public divan [council of state] or in other 

places that they may fi nd themselves.83

Like the edict of 1669, the 1673 capitulation introduced a framework whereby the 

Crown could maximize its authority over its merchants while enhancing French 

commercial activity. Underlying Colbert’s commitment to centralized control of 

commerce  were the assumptions that it was benefi cial to state power, but that in 

the physically dangerous and fi nancially volatile market world, the merchant 

needed to be protected, guided, and even punished by the king, who was the sole 

guarantor of the public good.

The many kinds of royal interventions that Colbert introduced— from capitu-

lations, edicts, and arrêts to regulations regarding escorts, interpreters, and 

embassies— were intended to supplant traditional local trading arrangements. 

Louis XIV and Colbert’s form of state- building was predicated on the under-

standing that statist authority would override and replace local forms. Paradoxi-

cally, however, it increased communication between royal and local administra-

tors and provided a space where regional voices  were amplifi ed. Unwilling to 

sacrifi ce participatory methods of determining what was good for the public, the 

échevins, members of the Chamber of Commerce, and elite Marseillais merchants 
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insisted on retaining their freedom to trade. Depending on context, this free-

dom meant many things: the échevinage’s power to convoke its own urbanization 

bureau; the Chamber of Commerce’s freedom to decide on commercial edicts, 

regulations, and duties; merchants’ ability to determine in de pen dently when 

to set sail with their merchandise and currency. Traditional civic defi nitions of 

liberty butted heads with statist, monarchical ones.

These meanings, however,  were open to change. Following Colbert’s death, 

some Marseillais elites began seeing him as a champion of liberty. Revisionist 

views of Colbertism off ered by Marseille’s new generation of merchants praised 

the controller- general’s dedication to commercial freedom and the city’s mo-

nopoly in the Mediterranean. “Commerce is the child of liberty . . .  [which] alone 

can render [it] powerful and profi table,” wrote Auguste Chambon, a Marseillais 

tax farmer (receveur des fermes), “the great Colbert, whose patriotic vision en-

riched France, saw how Marseille’s situation could be profi table to domestic and 

foreign commerce, once he cleared the city of the troubles and hindrances that 

suff ocated it.”84 Chambon celebrated Colbert’s accomplishments for freedom 

of trade, while associating Marseillais merchants’ activities prior to 1669 with 

the “abuse of liberty,” and “too much liberty.” Patriotism and civic excellence, 

in Chambon’s view, required a form of liberty, such as Colbert’s, that trumped 

older, local forms of liberty, which generated anarchy. A contemporary Marseil-

lais remarked that re sis tance to the controller- general was indicative of “personal 

interests prevailing” over the general good, while the controller- general “disen-

tangled the general interest from par tic u lar interests and placed the latter in 

ser vice of the former, for the establishment of the Levant trade.”85 This is not to 

say that re sis tance to Colbertism went underground; throughout the eigh teenth 

century, many Marseillais administrators and merchants continued to try to get 

rid of the regulations the controller- general had imposed on the city. It is telling, 

however, that between 1700 and 1703, the Marseille Chamber of Commerce and 

its deputies in the royal Council of Commerce strove to restore Marseille as a 

duty- free port, and protect Colbert’s reforms, which the previous generation of 

échevins had nearly refused. Had Colbert still been alive, nothing would have 

made him happier.

toward reconciliation: pontchartrain, chamillart, 
and a new era of mercantilism

Colbert died on 6 September 1683, at a time when Eu rope was again plunged 

into the throes of war. A week after his passing, King Jan III Sobieski of Poland 
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broke the Ottoman siege of Vienna, initiating the eventual Turkish withdrawal 

from much of southeastern Eu rope. Louis XIV took advantage of the Wars of the 

Holy League and staged French advances into Luxembourg and Strasbourg. His 

rivalry with the Spanish and Austrian Hapsburgs led to the wars of the Grand 

Alliance (1688– 97) and the Spanish Succession (1701– 13). Meanwhile, though his 

military engineer, Marechal Sébastien le Prestre, marquis de Vauban, warned 

that war and religious intolerance undermined the army, navy, and commerce, 

Louis revoked the Edict of Nantes in 1685, triggering the exodus of nearly 300,000 

Protestants from France.

Against this backdrop, new characters took center- stage as Colbert’s succes-

sors. In contrast to his one- man show, this ensemble led by successive controllers- 

general, Michel- Robert le Peletier, comte de Saint Fargeau (1683– 89), Louis Phé-

lypeaux, comte de Pontchartrain (1689– 99), and Michel Chamillart (1699– 1708) 

divided the management of commerce and the navy. They shared commercial 

administration with state offi  cials and former intendants promoted to the offi  ces 

of directors- general of commerce. The expanded scope of war, commerce, naval 

activities, and colonization made one- man control impossible. These successors, 

whether for lack of Colbert’s dedication or for the sake of practicality, brought 

his level of multitasking and micromanaging to an end.86 Under Pontchartrain, 

who became chancellor in 1699, naval aff airs passed to his son, Jérôme Phélypeaux, 

while the administration of commerce was divided between his cousin, the con-

seiller d’état Henri- François Daguesseau, former intendant of Languedoc, and 

his nephew, the conseiller d’état Michel- Jean Amelot, marquis de Gournay. With 

these men, the Marseille échevinage and Chamber of Commerce succeeded in 

developing more conciliatory relationships with Versailles.

Historians have been divided over the direction mercantilism took following 

Colbert’s death. Some have downplayed the changes introduced by Colbert’s 

successors arguing that “the machinery that Colbert had created . . .  was contin-

ued and enlarged”; others have shown that pragmatic concerns led Pontchar-

train and Chamillart to shrink royal interference in the administration of com-

merce and colonial enterprises.87 Meanwhile, recent studies have shed light on 

transformations in the positioning of local leaders, go- betweens, and patrons.88 

A focus on the linguistic practices of the local and royal elites— particularly the 

new Council of Commerce’s modifi ed expressions of how to govern diverse com-

mercial interests— can off er insight into how this era of mercantilism was char-

acterized by change and continuity. While royal and local administrators de-

ployed traditional expressions to articulate their ambivalence about merchant 

self- interest, they also adopted new conceptual approaches to understanding 
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commerce. These practices obscured the tensions between absolutist and civic 

ideologies. Municipal representatives to the Crown in the Council of Commerce 

oscillated between their uses of absolutist and civic idioms, while combining 

new utilitarian principles that valorized commercial activity with ideals of po liti-

cal virtue stemming from the city. The remainder of this chapter will focus on 

two things: how these representatives imagined themselves as participants of 

royal administration, while maintaining their local affi  liations, and how, through 

them, the Crown adapted civic idioms for royal use.

joseph fabre and the council of commerce

The Council of Commerce (1700) was instrumental in repairing the relationship 

between the Marseille Chamber of Commerce and royal representatives. Several 

negative developments, however, preceded its founding. Wars and changing royal 

administrative personnel initially damaged the Marseille chamber’s relations with 

Versailles. Pressured to fund its skyrocketing war expenditures, Versailles revoked 

the tax- exempt status that Colbert had granted Marseille; from 1686, it issued and 

raised new duties on cotton, sugar, and coff ee. By century’s end, Marseille was a 

duty- free port in name only. The imposition of new taxes strained Marseille’s Le-

vantine trade and its relationship with other French cities. Foreign traders diverted 

their business to other cities in France, Holland, Italy, and En gland, endangering 

Marseille’s monopoly. While this benefi ted other French cities, it generated ten-

sion among them as they sought to discontinue Marseille’s duty- free status per-

manently and achieve duty- free status for themselves.

Amid these developments, Colbert posthumously became a champion for 

Marseille’s freedom of trade. Marseille’s Chamber of Commerce appealed to the 

Crown to reinstate the edict of 1669, nudging royal delegates with gifts. The 

royal intendant Thomas Morant became a favorite of the chamber, which paid 

him 6,000 livres annually to serve as inspector of Marseille’s Levantine com-

merce. The chamber also off ered gifts to Controller- General Pontchartrain.89 

Royal agents at Versailles proved inconsistent patrons, however. Initially, Col-

bert’s son Jean- Baptiste- Antoine Colbert, the marquis de Seignelay, secretary of 

the navy, and Jean- Baptiste de Lagny, director- general of commerce, urged Pon-

tchartrain to “defend the cause since . . .  the interest of Marseille is united to that 

of the state.”90 Lagny’s support fl oundered, however. For reasons that remain 

mysterious, he supported French cities whose administrators wished to discon-

tinue Marseille’s monopoly. Lagny resurrected Colbert’s vilifi cation of Marseil-

lais merchants’ self- interested behavior: “It seems to the inhabitants that the 
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freedom of the port gives them permission to do anything to the detriment of 

the state,” he charged; “few want to reduce this freedom within limits fi tting the 

bien public.” The Marseillais screamed for liberty, he continued, but did not gov-

ern themselves in “the spirit that had prompted the king to privilege them,” 

ruining their own trade, expending fi nancial resources, and “introducing goods 

whose sale is ruinous to the public.”91

Marseille’s Chamber of Commerce faced a tough challenge: to get the edict 

of 1669 reinstated, it had to convince Versailles and representatives of other 

French cities that what was good for Marseille was good for the country as a 

 whole. It had to prove that Marseille’s merchants  were motivated not by self- 

interest but by the desire to benefi t France.

The opportunity to make such claims materialized when Pontchartrain and 

Daguesseau created the Council of Commerce on 29 June 1700,92 stating that 

“protecting the commerce of [Louis XIV’s] subjects inside and outside of the 

kingdom,” was “most important for the good of the state.”93 The council included 

six royal offi  cers (commissaires), and thirteen merchant deputies—négociants 

elected by municipal offi  cers— from leading French cities.94 Because Marseille 

had a Chamber of Commerce, it elected its deputy to Paris. The Council of Com-

merce was responsible for advising the controller- general on French domestic 

and international commerce. The ministers of state forwarded petitions regard-

ing commerce received from intendants and manufacturers. The commissaires 

reviewed the dossiers; the deputies convened at the home of Henri Daguesseau 

to deliberate the council’s decisions.

Marseille’s Chamber of Commerce asked the council to restore two privileges: 

Marseille’s free- port status, and its monopoly in the Levantine trade. Meanwhile, 

it nominated Joseph Fabre (1634– 1717), son of the Marseille négociant Jourdan 

Fabre, as its delegate to the council.95 Joseph Fabre had served as consul, was a 

banker, manufacturer, diplomatic agent to the prince of Savoy, naval trea sur er in 

Marseille, director of the Compagnie de la Méditerranée, and director of French 

consulates in the Mediterranean.96 He was favored by the current controller- 

general, Chamillart.97 The sixty- six- year- old Fabre arrived at the capital in Janu-

ary 1701 and presented himself at Versailles, his valet and  horses wearing the 

colors of Marseille and his carriage blazoned with the city’s coat of arms. He 

communicated to Marseille’s Chamber of Commerce that “diverse deputies have 

made propositions that are not suitable to our commerce,” and promised to fi ght 

them “for the good of the patrie and satisfaction of our commerce.”98

Thomas Schaeper has applauded Joseph Fabre for leading “the most success-

ful and resourceful lobbying campaigns in early modern French history.”99 Dis-



Founding arrêt for the Council of Commerce, 1700. Courtesy Chambre de Commerce 
et d’Industrie Marseille- Provence.
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mantling the claims of deputies who wished to reduce Marseille’s commercial 

privileges, and rendering fruitless their alliances with councilors of state and 

farmers- general, Fabre persuaded the Crown to issue the arrêt of 1703 that reaf-

fi rmed his city’s privileges. He accomplished this by maneuvering between two 

identities. First, by portraying himself and the other delegates of the council as 

vital components of centralized power, Fabre claimed, in eff ect, to be part of the 

royal government. The council was more collaborative in nature than similar 

institutions founded by Colbert; the delegates  were advisors to the controller- 

general rather than mere administrative subordinates. Mastering this function, 

Fabre insisted on the role of the delegates as impartial protectors of France’s 

commercial interests: “[We must] know the commerce of each province, their 

problems, their remedies, and [we must] protect them. And we must not change 

or mea sure the practice of one province against the other.”100 He downplayed his 

local ties and stressed that he was interested in the universal welfare of French 

commerce. Inclusion in the council gave him, as a local representative, an op-

portunity to buy explicitly into the king’s rhetoric of the public good. Fabre 

maintained that the delegates to the Council of Commerce served as the eyes 

the Crown, which alone could discern the bien public.

At the same time, however, Fabre was a representative of Marseille’s Cham-

ber of Commerce. He studied its 445- page memo that requested the following: 

the suppression of bureaus established in Marseille by tax farmers; the transfer 

of these bureaus to locations outside the city, at the “entry to the kingdom”; free-

dom of transit—toll- free passage— for merchants carry ing goods from Marseille 

to Geneva; restriction of direct Levantine trade to Marseille.101 Fabre justifi ed 

these requests to the council by mobilizing a civic idiom. Marseille’s merchants, 

he insisted, exhibited the best model of citizenship, harmonizing their personal 

interests with the public well- being of France. Marseillais commerce was an 

invaluable asset to the kingdom: its fair prices encouraged trading, its bread and 

oil market fed the kingdom, and its duty- free market encouraged consumption.102 

Fabre produced calculations to dispel the argument that Marseillais merchants’ 

custom of paying foreign manufacturers with gold and silver (the écu d’or or the 

pistolle d’Espagne) depleted France’s funds. He maintained that such money was 

used to buy bread and oil from the Levant, “indispensable necessities for the 

kingdom.”103 Marseillais merchants provided the state with money, food, and 

ser vice. They  were not merely self- interested.

Meanwhile, Fabre highlighted the moral bankruptcy of delegates and mer-

chants from cities other than Marseille, accusing tax farmers, contraband dealers, 

and deputies from other regions of placing their own interests over France’s gen-
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eral good. Fabre’s primary adversaries  were tax farmers who infringed on Col-

bert’s edict by setting up entrepôts in Marseille to collect duties on coff ee, tobacco, 

and sugar. Fabre’s Paris lawyer and secret agents provided evidence to show that 

these tax farmers encouraged contraband trading that benefi ted foreign mar-

kets.104 Sellers wanting to evade taxes used illegal means to smuggle goods out of 

the city, while buyers turned to foreign markets rather than pay taxes. Contraband 

smuggled in from quarantined ships in Marseille amplifi ed the risk of contagious 

disease. Vilifying tax farmers and contraband dealers for making “the public suf-

fer for their par tic u lar interests,”105 Fabre insisted that such self- interested acts of 

“disorderly” conduct and “tyranny” be punished for the “good of the state.”106

Fabre also disparaged the deputies who wished to discontinue Marseille’s 

monopoly in the Levant trade. These deputies, who understood liberté du com-

merce as opening duty- free Levantine trade to all French ports, maintained that 

prices for Levantine goods in Marseille  were 33 percent higher than prices in 

En glish and Dutch markets; they called for the suspension of the 20 percent 

duty on Levantine goods acquired from ports other than Marseille.107 Against 

those who maintained that “[we] are not assembled  here for Marseille alone, but 

rather to consider the general good of the state,”108 Fabre responded that such 

men craved a “good market for their own merchandise, advantageous for their 

own manufacturers.”109 Fabre argued that universal direct trade with the Levant 

would lead to an oversupply of Levantine goods and generate large trade defi -

cits.110 Deputies who wished to enhance profi ts in par tic u lar cities at the expense 

of general freedom of trade  were “dev ils” and “imposters,” he fulminated.111

Both Fabre and his adversaries climbed a slippery slope. Wearing their royal-

ist hats, the deputies maintained that they  were there to protect “the general 

state of commerce”112 and to help the Crown impartially regulate French trade. 

They concurred that strengthening French commerce required the liberté du 

commerce, liberté générale, and entière liberté of the market. Each deputy, however, 

understood “liberty” to mean the maintenance of local privileges, often at the 

expense of other municipalities.113 Fabre expressed his commitment to restoring 

Marseille’s free- port privilege by arguing against universal laws. Against mo-

tions for uniformity, Fabre called for the preservation of par tic u lar privileges: 

“we shall fail if we want to render all the provinces uniform. The diff erence of 

situations creates diff erences in commerce.”114 Fabre argued for “general inter-

est” and “universal liberties,” but he did not want general laws. The Crown had 

established the Council of Commerce to cut through the labyrinth of privileges 

and to introduce universal laws to govern French commerce. The council’s depu-

ties, however, did not wish to see that happen.
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The diffi  culty for the deputies lay in the fact that they could not argue for their 

privileges as privileges. Each utterance on behalf of privileges placed the speaker 

at risk of being implicated for harboring self- interest. Fabre described this chal-

lenge to Marseille’s Chamber of Commerce, explaining that arguments for priv-

ileges— by defi nition par tic u lar laws for corporate bodies— had to be couched in 

terms of the “general interest of the state.” “I have some diffi  culty regarding 

things that pertain . . .  to policy and the general interest of the state,” Fabre 

wrote. “I must not ask for things contrary to politics or to the interests of the state 

that the king, the minister, and the council will never grant.”115 One consistent 

argument worked in his favor: what happened to be good for his city was good 

also for France: “the kingdom’s most useful commercial establishment is the 

free port [of Marseille.]”116 Fabre used the utility of Marseille’s free port to negate 

the fact that it was a privilege; defending Marseille’s free- port privilege against 

encroachments from privileged trading companies, his brother, Matthieu Fabre, 

went so far as to maintain that “all privileges are contrary to the public good . . .  

the liberty of the port [of Marseille] is opposed to all exclusive privileges; it is 

necessary to leave a free port entirely free.”117

The strategy of arguing for a privilege by denying privileges, combined with 

massive amounts of gift- giving, produced results for Fabre and Marseille.118 The 

Crown reinstated Colbert’s edict of 1669 on 10 July 1703.119 The arrêt redesig-

nated Marseille as a completely free port; no other French port could receive 

goods directly from the Levant. It reimposed the 20 percent duty on Levantine 

goods purchased outside of Marseille. It ordered tax farmers out of the city’s 

limits; all duties imposed on coff ee, sugars, and tobacco  were withdrawn. It re-

established free transit to Geneva.

Fabre’s victory came at a price, however. Marseille’s Chamber of Commerce 

complained that royal offi  cers in Paris and Versailles had infl uenced him for the 

worse; he was now too invested in “the general interest” and the “public good.” 

These men, the chamber insisted, made Fabre “too republican.”120

What does this comment suggest? Fabre had become, in a sense, bilingual. 

He mastered the royal rhetoric of the public good to legitimate himself as an 

impartial deputy to the council, while mobilizing the civic idiom of public good 

to legitimate Marseillais commerce. His depiction of himself as part of a monar-

chical institution that would regulate the commercial interests of French sub-

jects was rooted in the absolutist ideology of the sovereign gaze; his characteriza-

tions of Marseillais merchants as citizens harmonizing their private interests 

for the public, and his vilifi cation of his enemies as morally decrepit abusers of 

the public,  were founded on civic conceptions of the body politic. Both traditions, 
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royal and civic, posited a tension between public and private interest. Both valo-

rized individuals— in the fi rst case, the king; in the latter, the citizen— who 

channeled private interests in ser vice of the public. The chamber failed to dis-

tinguish when Fabre slipped between his use of absolutist and civic idioms.

More important, this confusion suggests that new opportunities for partici-

pation in discerning the public good had emerged since the discussions among 

Colbert, Arnoul, and Marseille’s merchant elite in 1660. Arnoul and Colbert 

distrusted the Marseillais’ administrators and merchants’ aptitude for recogniz-

ing their own interests, let alone those of the state; as Henry Clark has shown, 

Louis XIV “operated on a radical distrust of the ability of ordinary people to 

understand their own interest [while] counter[ing] this deformity with a supreme 

confi dence in the sovereign’s ability to discern and understand all the interest of 

all his people.”121 Clouds of mistrust of merchants still hovered over the Council 

of Commerce, but its discussions reveal a very diff erent dynamic. Local dele-

gates and royal counselors fl uctuated between their uses of the traditional con-

cepts of royal authority and civic spirit and the more modern idiom of utility. 

This utilitarian argument was a powerful tool for local and royal proponents 

of commercial expansion; as historians have shown, “a traditional conception of 

commerce as a public hazard that had to be carefully regulated increasingly . . .  

gave way to a modern conception of commerce as free private exchange naturally 

redounding to the social good.”122 At the turn of the eigh teenth century, the 

Council of Commerce still subscribed to the idea that merchants  were a threat 

to the state. It deemed government regulation crucial for commercial and po liti-

cal stability; its deputies, meanwhile, accused one another of self- interestedness. 

Its members also, however, began using utilitarian arguments to valorize cities, 

subjects, and merchants useful to French commerce.

These new ideas that defended commerce and merchants as useful to the state 

could be bridged with absolutist and civic traditions. Merged with absolutist lan-

guage, it held that through regulated commerce, the Crown would create social 

conditions whereby merchants’ personal gains generated wealth for the royal coff er. 

Combined with local idioms of civic excellence, this utilitarian argument formed 

the basis of the emergent commercial civic spirit. Advocates of commercial civic 

spirit viewed commerce contributing to the public good because participation in 

commercial activity allowed merchants to duplicate and practice the kind of virtues 

that citizens cultivated in the po liti cal res publica: “commerce was a synecdoche for 

‘the public sphere.’ ”123 Such arguments presented an alternative to the traditional 

concept of the merchant as a morally suspect, self- interested threat to republics 

and kingdoms. From this perspective, commerce stabilized society.



c h a p t e r  t w o

From Colbert’s tenure as controller- general through the convocation of the 

Council of Commerce, methods for overseeing Marseillais merchants drew on 

the notion that they required royal guidance. Underlying this idea was the as-

sumption that commerce was potentially benefi cial to state and society but in-

volved dangers: fl uctuations in the market, physical and po liti cal threats associ-

ated with Ottoman trade, and the merchants’ alleged proclivity for favoring their 

own interests over the general good.

Discussions over policies, however, also undermined the traditional view of 

the corruptible merchant and fostered a new notion of merchant civic excellence. 

This chapter explores, in three parts, this reconciliation of exemplary civic spirit 

with mercantile activity. First, it demonstrates how supporters of commerce re-

vised defi nitions of republican virtue and noble honor, blurring the distinctions 

between the two. It analyzes how royal policy makers like Jacques Savary and 

ecclesiastics such as André de Colonie argued that négociants practiced the vir-

tues requisite of a citizen in the res publica. They equated merchants with citi-

zens, the market with the public, and trading with civic participation. Expressed 

in a language that focused on po liti cal virtue, participation in public aff airs, and 

citizens’ alignment of personal interests with the public good, this understand-

ing of the merchant- citizen rehabilitated classical republican idioms.

The positive spin on négociants linked virtue with another characteristic not 

part of the classical republican tradition, honor. Associated with the nobility, the 

concept of honor became central to the reworked assessment of elite merchants. 

This confl ation of honor with virtue mirrored two social changes in France. 

Between Republic and Monarchy
Debating Commerce and Virtue
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First, social diff erences between négociants and retail merchants became en-

trenched over the late seventeenth and eigh teenth centuries, splitting merchant 

society into two tiers. As négociants emerged as “an aristocracy of commerce,”1 

attributes of honor traditionally used to characterize the second estate  were in-

corporated into positive evaluations of the elite merchant. Second, the social 

upgrading of the négociant occurred simultaneously with the “downgrading” of 

certain members of the nobility, who began participating in commercial oppor-

tunities traditionally closed off  to the second estate.2 Due to this participation, 

the lines between négociants and nobility  were increasingly obscured and the 

nobles’ concept of honor began to be applied to them.

The valorization of the négociant thus resulted from the adaptation of both 

the classical republican vocabulary of virtue and the language of noble honor to 

a new commercial aristocracy. These old languages could also be mobilized to 

support emerging concepts of universality and inclusion. Ideally, any meritori-

ous citizen might rise to the status of a négociant, viewed as the model citizen in 

a commercial res publica. This emphasis on merit and virtue as the determinants 

for inclusion into the market undermined traditional concepts of privilege and 

blurred social hierarchies. As shown by Amalia Kessler, the concept of honor, 

once reserved for nobles privileged by birth, was increasingly applied to négo-

ciants, who demonstrated their honor not by lineage but by participation in com-

merce and their utility to the state.

The Crown itself strengthened such concepts of universality and inclusivity 

through new methods it devised to oversee négociants. By the 1670s, the Crown 

began departing from its practice of issuing par tic u lar laws for diff erent corps, 

guilds, and merchant institutions. As demonstrated in Colbert’s Code marchand, 

or Commercial Ordinance (1673), and Jacques Savary’s Le parfait négociant 

(1675), the monarchy generated reforms that applied to merchant institutions 

and individuals regardless of affi  liation, background, or trade. Introducing uni-

versalist laws to govern commerce, the Code marchand and supporting publica-

tions underscored the new understanding that le négoce was an activity open to 

a wide range of meritorious citizens and subjects.

How did Marseille’s nobility respond to these new perceptions of négociants 

and to the central place that they occupied in civic administration and leadership 

following the conquest of the city by the French Crown in 1660? The second part 

of this chapter argues that the Provençal nobility of the robe supported Mar-

seille’s commercial expansion. Having bought into the nobility after accumulat-

ing wealth through mercantile activity, these new- blood aristocrats  were socially 

positioned closer to négociants than to the nobility of the sword, who resisted 
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social mobility and participation in commerce. Antiquarians who belonged to 

the robe nobility vocalized their enthusiasm for “new Marseille” by publishing 

local histories that credited the monarchy with resurrecting the aristocratic re-

public of Massilia, classical Marseille. Mobilizing what I term a new kind of 

“republican historicism,” they rehabilitated the notion of the republic’s cyclical 

historical trajectory— its perfect founding, the corruption of its mores, and its 

regeneration— but adapted this narrative to commercial expansion and royal 

intervention. These writers, however, also used their histories to temper their 

ac cep tance of royal centralization with local particularism and Marseillais pa-

triotism. Their narratives of the founding, decline, and resurrection of Massilia 

disrupted the story of French centralization; they maintained that despite the 

city’s colonization by Colbertist regulations and French administration, Mar-

seille was fundamentally Greek. Like the merchants who constituted Marseille’s 

échevinage and Chamber of Commerce, these historians from the robe nobility 

 were accommodators of, not collaborators with, the Crown.

The last segment of this chapter discusses how the Provençal robe nobility’s 

support of commerce diff ered dramatically from the “republican historicism” 

fostered among the French sword nobility. Most famously in the northern Bur-

gundian circle, sword nobles reiterated their exclusive claims to aristocratic 

honor and civic virtue. The classical republican tradition allowed them to articu-

late their criticism of absolutism and to resist social mobility and royally driven 

commerce. Reclaiming noble honor as uniquely characteristic of the second es-

tate, writers like François Fenélon, Henri de Boulainvilliers, and Jean du Pradel 

argued that only the old nobility could restore to France the virtue destroyed 

by self- interested rulers, administrators, and merchants. Patriotism, virtue, and 

honor, they contended,  were cultivated only in a society that rejected commerce 

and royal aggrandizement.

What we fi nd, then, are several contrary developments. By encouraging people 

across estates to participate in commerce, and by extending universal laws to 

these participants, the Crown nurtured positive ways of thinking about commerce 

and merchants. While this pro cess undercut traditional hierarchies, it introduced 

new forms of social stratifi cation within estates. Négociants emerged as elites 

distinct from retail merchants; meanwhile, the gulf separating the sword and 

robe nobilities became fi xed. These divisions  were not solely based on wealth. 

Particularly among the nobility, their understanding of commerce, their po liti cal 

assessment of monarchical aggrandizement, their historical visions, and their 

very defi nitions of virtue, honor, and utility diverged in profound ways. Moreover, 

while royal administrators and those who participated in commerce disengaged 
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from long- standing negative portrayals of commerce and merchants, new po liti cal 

and religious arguments against commerce gained force across France. Particu-

larly among the sword nobility, these criticisms became discursive weapons to 

discredit and disrupt royal aggrandizement and, simultaneously, the demographic 

mobility that the Crown, in part, supported.

selling commerce: the development 
of commercial civic spirit

Historians have used the term “commercial humanism” to describe the ideology 

adopted by some supporters of mercantilist expansion under Louis XIV and 

Jean- Baptiste Colbert. Commercial humanism, these argue, developed through 

two combined pro cesses: the disruption of the Christian philosophy that deni-

grated the pursuit of worldly goods as sinful, and the adaptation of the secular, 

civic concept of the general good to a defense of commerce. Writers argued that 

merchants  were citizens dedicated to the public good; merchants practiced the 

virtues of the vita activa requisite of a citizen in a republic. In short, “the com-

mercial infl ection of the humanist movement could view commerce as itself an 

adequate paradigm for the public sphere.”3 Henry Clark argues that this com-

mercial ideology appeared in the 1500s. His argument builds on studies of how 

the vocabulary of virtue that developed in Italian city- states during the Re nais-

sance continued to shape debates on the commercial state. Combining J. G. A. 

Pocock’s analysis of po liti cal virtue with Jürgen Habermas’s study of the public 

sphere, he points to humanist- inspired defenses of commerce in late sixteenth- 

century France.4

This study accepts Clark’s assumption that parts of this commercial ideology 

as it appeared in Old Regime France picked up on classical republican vocabu-

lary. It did not, however, derive solely from the classical republican tradition. This 

ideology came together in tandem with state- sponsored reforms in mercantilist 

activity, and through demographic transformations among the aristocracy and 

merchant communities. Moreover, I shy away from characterizing it as human-

istic. Like the Italian humanists, seventeenth- and eighteenth- century Frenchmen 

looked to classical antiquity for intellectual, po liti cal, and moral exemplars. They 

celebrated elite merchants’ commitment to the public good and extolled their 

ser vice to the state. Unlike Italian humanists, however, these French supporters 

of commerce  were not motivated by a desire to disengage from Catholic scholas-

ticism or to win the support of secular rulers who patronized the arts and sciences 

in pursuit of a vita activa.
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I therefore use the term “commercial civic spirit” to discuss favorable views 

of merchant public engagement expressed through the combined use of the 

classical republican idiom of virtue, the noble language of honor, and the new 

statist vocabulary of utility. This commercial civic spirit materialized in several 

contexts: at state and local levels, in religious discussions, and among the robe 

nobility. State offi  cials and local apologists justifi ed commercial expansion, hail-

ing the market as a hotbed of civic and moral virtues and encouraging mer-

chants to participate in the Levant trade.

At the state level, new legal codes intended to monitor the market energized 

this commercial civic spirit. Most important in this regard was Colbert’s Code 

marchand, created to “suppress . . .  the abuses committed in trade.”5 Universal 

laws that  were applicable to all merchants  were a novelty in France. Traditionally, 

each corporate body or guild had its own privileges, distinct from those of oth-

ers, but this system was inconsistent with a regime that progressively allowed 

nobles to make foreign investments and négociants to be  wholesale traders 

without belonging to a mercantile guild.

Two years after the appearance of the Code marchand, its main contributor, 

Jacques Savary, published the authoritative textbook on commerce for aspiring 

négociants, Le parfait négociant, ou Instruction générale pour ce qui regarde le com-

merce des marchandises de France et des pays étrangers. Born in Anjou on 22 Sep-

tember 1622 into the robe nobility, Savary arrived in Paris and cultivated rela-

tionships with his uncle Guillaume Savary, “who had made a great fortune in 

trade,” and his cousin Jean Savary, secrétaire du Roi.6 With such connections, 

Jacques Savary  rose to be a procureur au parlement and then notaire au Châtelet. 

By the time he married Catherine Thomas, daughter of one of Paris’s wealthiest 

négociants, Savary himself was a successful négociant. He quit the profession at 

age thirty- six, and between fathering seventeen children and serving as primary 

advisor for the Code marchand, he penned Le parfait négociant.

Savary made two arguments in the opening chapter of his book. God willed 

commerce; commerce was useful to king, state, and individuals. God “dispersed 

his gifts so that men could trade together, and that their mutual need to help one 

another would sustain friendship among them.” Savary praised Louis XIV for 

strengthening his state through commercial reform: “[The king] has accorded 

great privileges to négociants and, to bring to an end the disorders and abuses 

committed in trade, he made a rule that seeks more than ever to establish good 

faith, prevent fraudulent transactions, and lead more subjects to engage in com-

merce.”7 Encouraged from on high, monitored by the king, commerce benefi ted 

France and its subjects.
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The Parfait négociant followed in the spirit of the Code marchand. Ignoring 

legal distinctions among merchant corps, Savary addressed a general population 

of merchants who “wanted to instruct themselves and to embrace the mercantile 

profession.” He intended his text as a guidebook for all potential merchants, 

regardless of birth, fortune, corps, or guild. Savary’s trader “cut across the corpo-

rate and geographic barriers that had long divided merchant entities,” Amalia 

Kessler observes; he “engaged in no par tic u lar type of commerce, residing in no 

par tic u lar community.”8

Savary began by addressing the parents of the future merchant, guiding 

them through the steps necessary to mold a commercially minded adult. He 

then addressed the child, explaining how to enrich himself and his country:

I take a child leaving his father and mother and begin to instruct him in his ap-

prenticeship, then I lead him through retail sale of merchandise,  wholesale, cur-

rency exchange, manufacture, and fairs; I lead him through foreign countries and 

distant places, and in so doing, I make him see all the maxims he must observe, 

the things he must avoid, and I make him learn . . .  all that concerns what ever sort 

of commerce or trade that might be, directly or indirectly, down to the most par-

tic u lar circumstances, including the application of the royal ordinances, and above 

all the ordinance of March 1673, so that he can conduct himself happily in this 

profession that is so useful and so honorable [emphasis added].9

Savary’s merchant- child required two features, an imaginative mind and a 

strong body, neither of which the author attributed to a par tic u lar class or rank. 

The child required a “natural disposition” for “the arts, manufacture, and nego-

tiation.” The perfect trader also needed “a strong and robust” frame to withstand 

the hardships associated with travel. Savary urged parents of such children to 

“encourage the desire for this profession, more by reason than by paternal au-

thority or threats.”10 Once this child reached the age of eight, he would undergo 

technical training and moral disciplining. Studies in mathematics, bookkeep-

ing, the Italian, Spanish, German, and French languages and foreign history, 

travel, and commerce would prepare him for the cosmopolitan life of a négociant. 

At fi fteen, he would begin apprenticeship. Further schooling in Latin, grammar, 

rhetoric, and philosophy, Savary explained, was “useless” and “harmful.” Aris-

tocratic collèges, he argued, only created libertines. Savary, therefore, encouraged 

apprenticeship that developed the virtues of fi delity, obedience, and camarade-

rie. “The happiness of négociants proceeds from their perfect knowledge of com-

merce,” he wrote, “from the great experiences they acquire in serving under 

other merchants” and by observing “good order . . .  in their books,” “prudence,” 
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“vigilance,” “thrift and economy,” “strength and courage.” The merchant- child 

required technical training, but above all, he needed virtue.

Savary devoted the remainder of his volume to facts useful in all areas of com-

merce. He elaborated on diff erent systems of mea sure ments used in France and 

abroad and currency exchange rates. He suggested methods for receiving as-

sistants, keeping books, selling merchandise, and formulating inventories. He 

provided examples of fraudulent transactions, including royal arrêts against 

merchants who contracted them. The second section of the manual focused on 

foreign commerce, with individual chapters on each specifi c country, its history, 

geography, trading regulations, and customs.

Savary’s guidebook, like the ordinance he helped create, addressed all French 

merchants and négociants as a unifi ed audience. Savary’s parfait négociant was 

“perfect,” not because of his corporate affi  liation or inherited rank, but because 

of his innate qualities and general virtues, potentially possessed by all.

commerce and civic virtue: a religious 
argument on behalf of the market

While the Crown invented general laws for French merchants and depicted le 

négoce as an honorable and useful undertaking, local apologists argued on be-

half of commerce and merchants, insisting that the market stabilized society by 

fostering virtue. Commerce strengthened social links; it was a useful activity for 

exemplary citizens. Such was the argument in the ecclesiastic André de Col-

onie’s Eclaircissement sur le légitime commerce des intérêts. A treatise that defended 

commerce on theological and moral grounds, this was one of the most pop u lar 

texts on the subject and was repeatedly reprinted in the late seventeenth century 

(1675, 1677, 1682).

De Colonie opened his Eclaircissement with endorsements from Pa ri sian and 

Marseillais professors of theology who maintained that the author’s contentions 

“conformed to the Catholic faith . . .  and promoted spiritual health.” Further-

more, he quoted Pope Innocent III’s “moral assurance” that commerce benefi ted 

society, understood as the unity of human wills.

The book— a compilation of maxims— demonstrated that commerce was not 

only “useful and universal” but also “contrary to neither natural law nor divine 

law.” It taught that “commerce is essential to human life, and society is as natu-

ral to man as is reason.” De Colonie argued that merchants who worked for 

the betterment of society  were virtuous citizens. God, he recounted, had given 

each individual his allotted portion; it followed that “the right to dispose of one’s 
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portion . . .  by handing [it] over to society, in changing, selling, or giving” was “a 

law of nature and nations,” and “a civic virtue.”

Legal contracts, de Colonie explained, guaranteed virtue in commerce. Con-

tracts bound together vendors and buyers, who  were thus “embraced by a com-

mon will.” The signing of contracts was an “act of prudence and justice; . . .  it 

could only be necessary to life, because it was an act of virtue.” The merchant 

simultaneously advanced his own welfare and contributed to the well- being of 

his fellow traders. Far from isolating the trader in a vacuum of self- interest, com-

merce integrated him into society and ensured his utility to others. Understood 

in this manner, commerce was the building block of society. Commercial links 

formed society; the more links, the more virtuous the society.11

De Colonie’s defense of commerce based on social utility and moral unity 

places him as a precursor of more radical eighteenth- century proponents of 

commercial society such as the abbé Gabriel- François Coyer. De Colonie was far 

from revolutionary; he dared not think of supporting commerce that did not 

conform to divine law. He simply showed how social and religious virtues con-

verged. For him, the market fostered the active life idealized by both religious 

and civic republican authors; virtue and commercial interest did not operate in 

diametric opposition.

the négociant:  some definitions

Who, exactly, was the négociant whom Savary and de Colonie described as a 

virtuous and honorable contributor to society? He was “a new breed of commer-

cial player” dedicated to international business, banking, and  wholesaling.12 Un-

like merchants committed to the local retail trade, the négociant did not strictly 

belong to a mercantile corps. In 1698, the intendant of Provence estimated that 

“the number of ‘merchants of consideration’ in Marseille was around two hun-

dred.”13 By 1710, it exceeded three hundred, and by the mid eigh teenth century, 

the city’s merchant elite numbered close to a thousand.14 These numbers point 

to a contradiction. Although authors like Savary argued that any man, regardless 

of social hierarchy, could become one, négociants became members of a privi-

leged elite, distinct from retailers. While the négociants’ disruptions of tradi-

tional corporate limits highlighted unpre ce dented inclusive trends in commer-

cial regulation and participation, the defi nition of the négociant as a wealthy 

 wholesaler underscored monumental social inequalities developing among 

merchant populations. Although anyone could become a négociant, it took a lot 

of wealth to be considered one.
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In his Parfait négociant, Savary observes that  wholesale trading (commerce en 

gros) is “more honorable and extensive” than retail (commerce en detail).15 The 

négociant elite, comprising the wealthiest of merchants, spread “to all the prov-

inces of the kingdom and to foreign countries.” Moreover, this class began to 

include nobles, whose participation in mercantile activity had traditionally been 

unimaginable. As  wholesale and international ventures became profi table for 

merchants and the state alike, the Crown encouraged nobles’ involvement, as-

suring them that it would not jeopardize their titles: “The king’s edict . . .  per-

mitted nobles to partake in  wholesale commerce . . .  and . . .  still enjoy the privi-

leges accorded to the nobility.”16

The négociant elite was thus an exclusive group composed of wealthy, socially 

climbing merchants and of nobles embracing mercantile activity. The involve-

ment of the nobility had a profound eff ect on the concept of commerce. As early 

as 1646, the Breton Jean Eon infused commerce with noble values in his Com-

merce honorable;17 Eon argued that commerce helped inculcate “virtues normally 

associated with the noble ethos— such as honor, loyalty, fi delity, courage, bold-

ness, and generosity.”18 Savary echoed these arguments when he depicted négo-

ciant activity in noble terms.  Wholesale and international commerce involved 

“risks” and “dangers in negotiation” and could only be managed by “the noble 

and honest.”19 The ideal négociant combined the best traits of an aristocrat and 

citizen; his character demonstrated nobility and his actions  were motivated 

by virtue.

The terms négociant and marchand  were used interchangeably into the eigh-

teenth century, but during Colbert’s tenure, the distinction between the two 

became pronounced in the world of trade. In Marseille, the uniqueness of the 

négociant emerged as early as 1660 when Louis XIV constituted the échevinage. 

Restricting the offi  ce of premier échevin to “men of the Loge [the Chamber of 

Commerce], bankers or négociants,” the monarchy contributed to the growing 

distinctions among the ranks of the merchant population.20 By the late eigh-

teenth century, the négociant’s elite status clearly distinguished him from retail-

ers. L’encyclopédie méthodique (1782) clarifi ed that “the term négociant can be 

compared to the négociateur, which [the négociant] can be considered [to be]: like 

him, he has relations, views, large interests; like him, he has to be acquainted 

with the spirit of nations, their laws, and their mores, and to know how to iden-

tify with their interests to his great advantage.” Négociants  were devoted to “ex-

ternal trade, maritime, international, colonial, and global commerce, insofar as 

this term can be used of the eigh teenth century,” Charles Carrière notes.21 This 

emphasis on the négociant’s dedication to global business and dangerous mis-
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sions reinforced the notion that elite merchants could be honorable; like the 

military nobility who risked their lives for the king, the négociant undertook 

hazardous tasks for the state. The fi rst edition of the Dictionnaire de l’Académie 

française (1694) defi nes négoce as “traffi  c, trade in merchandise, or in money,” 

but also specifi es that an individual who participates in négoce is “a man who 

involves himself in something shameful, or dangerous.” The 1762 fourth edi-

tion echoes this emphasis on danger: the négociant is “a man who involves him-

self in an aff air that endangers him.” While négoce could be seen as a shameful 

activity (vilain négoce, un étrange négoce), it could also be understood as a risky 

one (bon négoce, grand négoce, dangereux négoce) that amplifi ed the honor of the 

négociant who braved all to benefi t king and state.22

The relationship between danger and merchants was a complicated one in 

early modern French discussions of commerce. On the one hand, as we saw 

earlier, Colbert articulated how the dangerous environment of the Mediterra-

nean and Levantine market threatened to hurt French commercial interests; 

worse, as the following chapter describes, the controller- general feared that 

French merchants might succumb to the moral, physical, and po liti cal sick-

nesses that early modern Frenchmen associated with the Ottoman Empire. If 

the Turkish Empire was regarded as morally perverse and corrupt, it was par-

ticularly dangerous for merchants, traditionally regarded as morally question-

able, self- interested creatures. On the other hand, the language of danger and 

risk could be marshaled to create a rather positive assessment of négociants; it 

was precisely the hazardous environment in which they operated that provided 

elite merchants with opportunities to show themselves to be honorable, brave, 

noble, useful servants of France.

The cosmopolitan négociant who allegedly risked the perils of international 

commerce inhabited a marketplace defi ned not by place but by common inter-

ests. He identifi ed himself as “closer to foreigners of his rank than the bouti-

quier of his own street.” A Marseillais négociant described himself as “a natural 

inhabitant of all parts of the world where he has his goods and his correspon-

dences.”23 Elite merchants traveled extensively in the early parts of their career, 

not only to ports such as Algiers, Alexandria, Istanbul, Salonika, Smyrna 

(Izmir), and Tunis, along “les échelles du Levant et de Barbarie,” but to the in-

land cities of Aleppo, Cairo, and Edirne. Living in Eu ro pe an communities— 

often consisting of no more than fi fteen négociants, their assistants, doctors, 

and a consul— they traded with the help of go- betweens who spoke Turkish, 

Arabic, and Eu ro pe an languages. Isolated from neighboring populations in 

their own areas to avoid the pestilential diseases that  were endemic in Ottoman 
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territory, they  were governed by treaties ensuring that they “benefi ted from 

extraterritoriality.”24

Négociants’ internationalism might seem inconsistent with civic commit-

ment to a “hometown” or fi delity to a monarch. National and civic loyalties, 

however,  were not mea sured by physical presence in France; négociants did not 

have to reside exclusively in Marseille to be considered good Marseillais citizens 

or French subjects. Patriotism as a citizen and subject was mea sured by utility, 

not by presence or even by ethnicity. Moreover, upon returning to France, négo-

ciants demonstrated their civic commitment by occupying prominent adminis-

trative positions. In Marseille, négociants held administrative offi  ces in the échev-

inage, the Council of Sixty, the Chamber of Commerce (comprised of échevins 

and twelve négociants), and the Bureau de la santé (comprised of sixteen négo-

ciants, of whom two  were échevins). Understood by advocates of commercial civic 

spirit, le négoce remained a useful, honorable, and virtuous activity; and in a 

commercial entrepôt like Marseille, négociants occupied the echelons of civic 

governance.

massilia rising: history and kings in ser vice 
of the commercial republic

How did Marseille’s nobility respond to the perception that commerce and négo-

ciants formed the crux of Marseille’s body politic? Given that the municipal regime 

that Louis XIV installed in 1660 excluded the possibility of noble participation 

in politics, it would seem that the aristocracy would view the city’s commercial 

make over and administrative elite with contempt. While sword nobles did utter 

grievances against the composition of the new civic regime in the de cades fol-

lowing the conquest, their appeals fell on deaf ears until well into the eigh teenth 

century.25 Meanwhile, Marseille’s robe nobility was favorable to the new regime. 

The overwhelming consensus among texts penned by the robe nobility follow-

ing the conquest was that the Crown injected po liti cal, moral, and economic vi-

tality into the Mediterranean port. Materializing most often in historical ac-

counts of Marseille’s ancient and recent pasts was, curiously, a narrative steeped 

in republican language that celebrated royal intervention, commercial expansion, 

and commercial civic spirit. These local histories written by Marseillais and 

Provençal robe nobility set the tone for a historical understanding of the events 

that transpired from 1660 to 1683 (corresponding to Colbert’s tenure as controller- 

general) that later became the dominant Enlightenment reading of Marseillais 

history.
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Nowhere is this historical narrative more clearly captured than in the En-

lightenment manifesto L’encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des 

arts et des métiers, which included an article on Marseille. Classifi ed under geog-

raphy and listed with Massilia, Marseille is described as “an ancient and strong 

maritime city, the wealthiest, most commercial and populated in Provence, 

France.” The encyclopedist then devoted half of the article to the history of the 

rise, fall, and revitalization of Massilia, a republic of Greek origin. “This city 

founded fi ve centuries before Jesus Christ by the Phocaeans of Ionia was from 

its origins the most visited in the West,” he began, “Born of the best Greeks, who 

dared to risk long voyages and whose ships took routes through the Adriatic gulf 

and the Tyrrhenian Sea, the Marseillais naturally turned to commerce.” Gov-

erned as a republic, Massilia fl ourished, respected by the Roman Republic for its 

commerce, laws, virtuous citizens, and their sciences and arts. Massilia was “as 

urbane as though she  were situated in the middle of Greece, which is why the 

Romans raised their children there.”26 Massilia thrived for six centuries.

Republics, however, corrupted, and Massilia fell to Julius Caesar. The Massil-

ians “renounced their virtues and frugality, and they abandoned themselves to 

plea sure until their mores passed into the proverbs.” Renamed Marseille, a re-

public was established in 1226, but the city’s glory faded. It took French kings— 

Louis XIV and Louis XV— to raise it from its ashes. The Sun King “subjugated 

the Marseillais, deprived them of their rights and liberties,” but revived their 

commerce, providing “exclusive privileges to the Levant,” and installing royal 

galleys. Accompanying commercial expansion, intellectual and cultural vitality 

helped recover Marseille’s classical reputation. In 1726, Louis XV authorized the 

rededication of Marseille’s Academy of Letters. Committed to Eloquence, Poetry, 

History, Physics, and Mathematics, the Academy chose for its emblem a phoenix 

rising from the ashes, before a dazzling Bourbon sun. Massilia owed its resur-

rection to the French Crown.

That the conquest of 1660 signaled commercial growth is uncontestable. 

Why, however, did the Marseillais robe nobility and, later, encyclopedists depict 

this growth in terms of republican revival? What allowed them to imagine a 

“liberating conquest?” How did positive depictions of commerce and merchants 

factor into this narrative? What purpose did such a narrative serve for its aristo-

cratic authors?

A steadily pop u lar ized narrative, the story of Massilia rising from its 

millennium- long sleep was developed in the late seventeenth century by local 

historians, mostly hailing from the robe nobility, who sought to make sense of 

royal interference in their city’s po liti cal life. As waves of po liti cal crises shook 
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Marseille between the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, local intellectuals 

imagined a glorious past to help their city reclaim lost status. Faced with monar-

chical intervention, historians invoked Massilia and spoke of the French mon-

arch in ser vice of the Greek city- state. They represented the conquest of Mar-

seille in a way that obscured the city’s vulnerability in face of absolutist 

state- building. Their republican historical revisionism stabilized the conquest of 

1660 by depicting it in a manner palatable to Marseillais patriots.27 If the perfect 

republic had declined through the Middle Ages, historians saw both the benevo-

lent and brutal moments of royal involvement in civic politics as a series of at-

tempts to resuscitate Massilia. This “prism of antiquity” allowed them to extol 

a conquering monarch as liberator while providing “symbolic compensation” for 

a defeated republic.28 Republican historicism sustained a fantasy of liberation 

and allowed Marseillais elites to obscure the conquest. While the physical resi-

due of a republic, manifest in the crumbled walls of Porte Reale demolished by 

Louis XIV, could be swept away, the linguistic traces of the republic could not be 

scrapped easily. As Reinhart Koselleck has argued, “language changes more 

slowly”29 than events, and in Marseille, this deferral allowed its historians to 

rewrite unsavory events. By the end of the century, what had been a conquest 

was no more. Marseille’s robe aristocracy played an integral part in this mne-

monic erasure.

The French Crown reacted positively to this case of Marseillais amnesia.30 If 

Marseille’s aristocrats underscored their region’s links to classical antiquity, 

French kings could use this to their advantage. The more prestigious the repub-

lic being resurrected, the more commanding the monarchical ally and liberator 

appeared: both king and republic emerged triumphant. Republican and impe-

rial traditions from classical antiquity could be marshaled to strengthen local 

and statist claims to power, and their relationship with one another. Marseille’s 

Greco- Roman past and its aristocratic intellectuals’ “republican historicism” 

could support a new French empire reminiscent of classical Rome.

The French monarchy, therefore, extended its powers by building upon Mar-

seille’s long- standing commercial identity, and by exploiting the ambiguities of 

Marseillais republicanism. Downplaying the lost po liti cal freedoms that once 

signifi ed the republic, it focused on the commerce that also formed the city’s 

republican identity. Even while conquest brought po liti cal autonomy to an end 

and new projects stamped royal presence in Marseille, the Sun King did not 

destroy all vestiges of the old republic. De- emphasizing po liti cal rupture, high-

lighting economic expansion, and encouraging the myth of republican libera-

tion, the Crown extended its control by creating a new po liti cal assembly, the 
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échevinage and Council of Sixty, that it draped in meta phorical togas, and a city 

that it swathed in its Greek past.

By 1660, Marseille and the French monarchy  were familiar with the theatrics 

of liberation. The Crown had repeatedly exercised its infl uence and military 

strength to reestablish order in Marseille; each time, the king emerged as the 

savior who rescued the city from factional divisions. Sixteenth- and seventeenth- 

century pre ce dents, including Henry IV’s victory over the Marseillais despot 

Casaulx and Louis XIII’s involvement in establishing the Règlement du sort, 

made the casting of Louis XIV’s conquest as liberation more convincing.

Besides repeated spectacles of po liti cal restabilization, the ambiguity of the 

terms république and républicain allowed Marseillais historians to imagine alli-

ances between republics and monarchs. The fi rst edition of the Dictionnaire de 

l’Académie française (1698) provided an assortment of contradictory defi nitions. 

République was “a state governed by many,” such as “the Roman republic, the 

Athenian republic, the republics of Venice, Genoa, Holland.” The term also 

meant “all sorts of States,” synonymous with “government.” Républicain could 

mean “one who lives in a Republic,” “one who loves the government of Repub-

lics,” and fi nally “one . . .  who is mutinous, seditious, who has sentiments op-

posed to the monarchical State in which he lives.”31

Eric Gojosso has recently charted the transformations in the defi nitions of 

the term république over the early modern period. In the sixteenth century, apol-

ogists for absolutism still described monarchy as a republic or spoke of the ideal 

marriage of republics to monarchies. Jean Bodin spoke of monarchy as the re-

public par excellence. Barthélémy de Chasseneuz invoked Cicero to emphasize 

the “mystic marriage of the king and the république.” The latter maintained that 

“the prince is in the republic and the republic is in the prince . . .  as the man 

is the head of the wife, the wife the body of the man . . .  so is the prince the head 

of the republic and the republic his body.”32 In the seventeenth century, however, 

the term état became more closely associated with “the notion of sovereignty,” 

while the term république became “confi ned to the defi nition of a po liti cal re-

gime.”33 Religious wars and the Fronde saw the monarchy using the term répub-

licain to implicate heretics and rebels; the royal chancellor d’Aguesseau accused 

Protestants and Jansenists of “republican radicalism,” and Cardinal de Bernis 

asserted: “Parlements tend toward republican principles.34 The monarchy di-

vorced itself from the term république, opting for état.

In Marseille, however, writers kept alive the old uses of république and répub-

licain. They invoked Marseille’s ancient history to imagine the republic as an 

autonomous municipal body politic ruled by virtuous citizens. They also cast 
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their city’s mergers with France, under Louis XI and Louis XIV, as the begin-

ning of marital bliss between a republic and monarchy. While the Sun King 

might have conquered Marseille to punish its seditious “republican” nobles, 

Marseillais writers insisted that their restored république was that same king’s 

grateful ally.

antoine and louis- antoine de ruffi: 
historians of marseille

Who  were these aristocratic seventeenth- and eighteenth- century Provençal his-

torians of commercial Marseille, and to what notions of republicanism did they 

subscribe? Some  were antiquarians.35 The renowned Aixois parlementaire 

Nicolas- Claude Fabri de Peiresc, for example, was one of several Provençal no-

bles who collected Greek, Roman, and Egyptian antiques, not only to showcase 

wealth, but to comprehend the region’s connections to the classical past.36

Marseille’s most famous seventeenth- century historians, Antoine de Ruffi  , 

and his son, Louis- Antoine, provide emblematic examples of how linguistic am-

biguity and commercial development could be marshaled to shape a narrative of 

republican regeneration. Born in 1607, Antoine de Ruffi   hailed from a noble 

family who served for generations in Marseille’s administration.37 His grandfa-

ther, Robert Ruffi   (1542– 1634) was secretary to Marseille’s “dictator,” Charles de 

Casaulx; his father, Pierre de Ruffi  , a captain of the corps- de- ville, arranged the 

royal arrival of the duc de Guise into Marseille in 1618 and served a term as 

Marseille’s consul. Antoine de Ruffi   himself became a member of Marseille’s 

sénéchaussee in 1631, helped prepare the royally patented civic constitution, the 

Règlement du sort, in 1652, and became conseiller d’etat in 1654. Meanwhile, he 

dedicated himself to a literary career: the fi rst edition of his Histoire de la ville de 

Marseille appeared in 1642, followed in 1654 by the Règlement du sort, contenant 

la forme et la manière de procéder à l’élection des offi  ciers de la ville de Marseille. 

Ruffi  ’s Histoire des comtes de Provence depuis 934 jusqu’en 1480, and a biography 

of Gaspard de Semiane, chevalier of Lacoste,  were published the following year. 

Ruffi   died in 1689, having begun a second edition of his Histoire de Marseille, 

which his son Louis Antoine completed in 1696.

Both the elder and the younger Ruffi   legitimated the monarchy’s presence in 

Marseille and extended the symbolic life of their republic. The Ruffi  s off ered 

stories of continuity, not po liti cal rupture. They insisted that the monarchy did 

not conquer, but rather resuscitated, the republic. For the elder Ruffi  , the repub-

lic restored was a po liti cal one; for his son, it was commercial.
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The fi rst edition of the Histoire de Marseille was intended, according to the 

author, “to inform posterity” of Marseille’s greatness.38 It covered the city’s his-

tory from its founding to “the year 1596 when [the city] was reduced in obedience 

to the King.”39 Ruffi   began with Massilia’s mythical founding by seafaring Pho-

caeans, following the marriage of their leader Protis to the Ligurian princess 

Gyptis, whose father ruled the territory. The Massilians “vanquished the Car-

thaginians, helped the Romans, civilized the ancient Gauls, taught good letters 

to Italy, and enjoyed the happiness of being the fi rst in France to receive the 

Christian Religion.” Massilia became a model republic, with “the most beautiful 

and advantageous port for navigation and commerce.” The Massilians estab-

lished colonies along the coast to extend their commerce: Monoikos (Monaco), 

Olbia (Hyères), Athenopolis (St. Tropez), Antipolis (Antibes), and Nikaia (Nice).40

Massilia, in Ruffi  ’s description, was a “perfect aristocratic republic, where the 

small group of the most virtuous citizens commanded all the general followers.” 

Virtue, reason, and liberty sustained the republic for six centuries. The timouchos, 

an aristocratic council of six hundred led by three presidents, rivaled the consuls 

of Rome. Commerce bred neither luxury nor corruption; the inhabitants re-

mained frugal.41 The Massilian Academy, the Athenopolis Mabiliorum, was es-

teemed through Greece, Rome and Italy.42 Massilia’s reputation earned the re-

spect of the Romans, who “exempted the Massilians of all charges and subsidies, 

giving them fi rst rank among the Senators in the theaters and public festivals, 

and made an alliance with all equal conditions.” In Ruffi  ’s imagination, the Ro-

mans, like French kings a millennium later, honored Marseille’s autonomy. Ex-

panding empires did not crush republics. They allowed them their liberties.

Fortuna, however, disrupted Massilia’s perfect politics, commerce, citizens, 

and alliances: “All things are subject to the reversal of fortune; . . .  the same 

tempest that ruined the Roman Republic caused the de cadence of this fl ourish-

ing city.” Famine, plague, and Caesar laid siege to the city. Marseillais leaders 

and citizens tried to recover the city’s ancient reputation. Local elites invoked the 

city’s Greek and Roman heritage to reestablish a republic. Before submitting to 

the counts of Provence in the Middle Ages, they formed the Podestat, a govern-

ment modeled on Italian republics.43 Marseille’s consuls, so- named in the Ro-

man tradition, continued wearing the ermine, symbol of their republican heri-

tage. Nonetheless, Marseille fell prey to its megalomaniacal tyrants.

Marseille fi nally recovered when republican freedom fi ghters allied with the 

French monarchy, Ruffi   recounted. In one famous alliance, Henry IV forged a 

pact with the Marseillais patriot Pierre de Libertat, a captain of Porte Réale and 

“a brave and solid Citizen of great probity,” 44 to topple the Marseillais dictator, 



66  b e t w e e n  c r o w n  a n d  c o m m e r c e

Casaulx. While the duc de Guise and his army arrived in Provence in February 

1596, Libertat lured Casaulx to Porte Réale and assassinated him to secure the 

“Liberty of the Patrie.” The duc de Guise, meanwhile, “entered Marseille through 

Porte Réale, where he found Libertat who took the oath for the conservation of 

the Privileges of Marseille.” When Guise marched through Marseille “with Lib-

ertat at his side, the people who accompanied them [wept] tears of joy, crying 

Vive le Roi, Monsieur de Guise, vive Libertat.” Marseillais patriots and French king 

together restored the republic.

Written two de cades before Louis XIV’s conquest, Ruffi  ’s text introduced two 

themes that would resurface after 1660. First, the falling republic: virtuous repub-

lics fell prey to contingency, and attempts at restoring ancient perfection brought 

further turmoil and tyranny. Second, monarchical intervention: the king re-

stored liberty to Marseille. Extending the life of the republic by having monarchy 

resuscitate it, Ruffi   proved a son of Marseille; it was not so much the liberator he 

focused on as the liberated. Glorifying the monarch was a means to restore and 

glorify Marseille. With Henry IV’s and Libertat’s victory, the story of decline 

came full circle, back to the free republic.

This theme of republican resurrection reemerged in Ruffi  ’s Le Règlement du 

sort, contenant la forme et la manière de procéder à l’élection des offi  ciers de la ville 

de Marseille (1654). Ruffi   wrote this text having witnessed monarchical involve-

ment in Marseillais politics. As in 1596, the king appeared, though without 

force, to heal a fractured community by patenting a new constitution, the Règle-

ment du sort (1652). This new order instituted the casting of lots for municipal 

offi  ces to quell the divisions splintering Marseillais politics. When the king or-

dered this rule that hearkened back to ancient traditions, Ruffi   saw monarchy 

allied with republic. His own personal gains must have contributed to his grow-

ing monarchist leanings. In 1654, he was rewarded for his participation in craft-

ing the Règlement du sort; he was appointed conseiller d’etat.

In his preface, Ruffi   described the electoral pro cess in the Venetian republic, 

then ruled by the Doge, a consiglio grande, a consiglio de’ pregati, and a collegio. 

Ruffi   lauded the Venetian aristocratic republic and its system of election by lot. 

Venetian magistrates, Ruffi   explained,  were chosen “by fate” and “by the large 

concurrence of citizens.” Ruffi   saw the Marseille Règlement as an imitation of 

Venetian republicanism: “We have borrowed the wisdom of the Venetians in our 

recent Règlement du sort.”45 Through it, “the Inhabitants of this fl ourishing City 

have entirely sacrifi ced their passions and their interests.” Marseille was no lon-

ger a “true republic,” but casting lots allowed the citizens to sacrifi ce personal 

interests for the common good.46
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Following his Preface, Ruffi   included municipal deliberations leading to the 

institution of the Règlement du sort and the king’s letters patent. The municipal 

deliberations fostered reconciliation “by forgetting things past.” 47 Exhausted by 

factionalism, the consuls convoked a general assembly that voted unanimously 

to reinstitute election by lot, “as was practiced in ancient times in this city.” 48 

The Règlement, Ruffi   described, created a government modeled on the ancient 

republic: united, virtuous, and free. Meanwhile, the king’s letters patent told a 

diff erent story. Unlike the municipal deliberations that underscored Marseille’s 

glorious past, the royal letters patent invoked the past to demonstrate Marseille’s 

dependence on the throne: “the subjects of our city of Marseille, who have been 

several times divided, but who have always rested in obedience to us, unite in 

agreement.” This, the king recalled, evoked similar “disorders and confusions 

that appeared in our city in the year 1585,” when Henry III “diverted the dangers 

of cabals and emotions” by ordering the city’s consuls to create a new constitu-

tion. Marseillais citizens, the royal letters patent made clear, tended toward 

“usurpations” and “frauds”; only “the certain science and plain power of Royal 

authority” could restore fractured municipalities.

Despite divergent historical perceptions and narratives, the Crown and mu-

nicipality pieced together a new civic constitution to bolster their respective pow-

ers. Municipal elites and the king established what appeared to be a mix between 

a demo cratic and aristocratic republic. The Règlement instituted “a perpetual 

council of three hundred men.” 49 Lots determined the selection of its members. 

The council was open to all citizens who  were Catholic, “native and original citi-

zens or married to a daughter of the city,” aged at least thirty.50 Selection by lot 

and alphabetical roll calls underscored po liti cal equality.51 Nonetheless, the Rè-

glement also instituted aristocratic elements. The offi  ces of viguier, consul, cap-

tain of the Corps de ville, and the captain of the artillery  were restricted to gen-

tlemen who met fi nancial requirements. Lots chose all three consuls from 

among aristocrats possessing 30,000, 20,000 and 10,000 livres.52 The captain 

of the Corps de ville, the city’s magistrates, secretaries, and trea sur ers  were not 

chosen by lot; fi ve approvers chose from a pool of men nominated by a commit-

tee. Finally, the consuls nominated nine “gentlemen possessing fi efs, original 

inhabitants of the Province,” selected by lot, for the position of viguier.53

Ruffi   concluded by listing French kings and local patriots who had reestab-

lished Marseille’s autonomy throughout the city’s history. Claiming that royal 

statutes “contributed to the lives of [Marseille’s] principal citizens, the advan-

tages for the King, and to the glory of France,” Ruffi   imagined royal power restor-

ing citizenship and liberty to Marseille. Both Marseillais and monarchist, Ruffi   
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provided a history of the Règlement that accommodated ancient republican glory, 

decay and revival, and monarchical heroism. The monarchy resuscitated repub-

lican liberty; this message, he reminded, was  etched on Marseille’s gates, in “the 

remarkable inscription under the Porte Royale, under the statue of the king: sub 

cvius imperio summa libertas.”54

The younger Ruffi  ’s Histoire de Marseille (1696) told a similar story of repub-

lican revival. While his father’s edition was a story of the virtuous po liti cal 

republic, this second edition paid homage to Marseille as a commercial repub-

lic. The younger Ruffi  , moreover, proved more royalist than his father. Pub-

lished after Louis XIV’s conquest, this edition began with a letter from the 

échevins to the Crown that began, “Dear Sire, the History of Marseille composed 

by one of our most dignifi ed citizens, can only be dedicated to its August Mas-

ter, and by those whom Your Majesty has agreed to be its magistrates.” They 

described a “heroic repre sen ta tion of Your Sacred Person” in their Hôtel de 

Ville, where “the fi gure of the City of Marseille prostrates at Your feet to render 

homage.” An illustration of the aldermen on bended knee before the monarch 

accompanied the letter. Local patriotism, however, tempered deference. The 

échevins described, “this most glorious city that has submitted to your laws, 

has been the sister of Rome, and has partaken with her all the respects of the 

universe.”55

Descriptions of commercial and royal grandeur fi lled the pages of the book 

from beginning to end. “This port that Mela named Halycidon . . .  was the most 

secure of the Mediterranean Sea: the premier port of the world,” Ruffi   began; he 

then compared this ancient hub to his contemporary Marseille, where “forty- two 

well- equipped galleys attest to the glory and magnifi cence of our invincible 

monarch Louis le grand.”56 He described the urban expansion projects along 

the port, quays, and citadels.

The younger Ruffi   used commerce as the signifi er of Marseille’s republican 

identity and shifted the city’s position vis-à- vis the monarchy. Like his father, 

Louis- Antoine began with Massilia. He closed his history, however, lengthened 

by four chapters, with Louis XIV’s birth in 1638. The narrative’s center of gravity 

shifted from the city to the monarchy. The story of French grandeur eclipsed that 

of the in de pen dent republic. The author attributed his city’s magnifi cence not 

to its po liti cal republican history, but to French commercial expansion.57 Com-

mercial Massilia had crumbled; the Sun King prompted its rebirth. A robust 

commerce and a royal governor who “gave evidence of his zeal and his sage con-

duct in all occasions that presented themselves for the ser vice of the king and for 

the good of his patrie,” restored Marseille’s magnifi cence. Ruffi   ended with an 
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homage to the viguier Alphonse de Fortia, chevalier de l’Ordre militaire du Roi, 

lieutenant en Provence and chef d’escadre des galères de France. With de Pilles, he 

wrote, “Marseille has, like ancient Rome, men who are capable of governing and 

defending her.” Such a man exuded “all faithfulness as subjects should to their 

sovereign, and all the love that citizens should have for the patrie.”58 Imagining 

the royal governor as model subject and citizen, Louis- Antoine de Ruffi   believed 

that the monarchy restored the commercial republic.

The Ruffi  s’ arguments for the rise, fall and resurrection of the Marseillais 

republic reverberated over the late seventeenth and eigh teenth centuries. Joseph 

Haitze’s Dissertations sur divers Points de l’histoire de Provence (1704), the abbé 

Aillaud’s De l’ancienneté de Marseille, and a Monsieur Ricaud’s Conformité des 

moeurs et des lois avec les anciennes described the resurrection of the Marseillais 

republic.59 The Provençal parlementaire Jean- François de Gaufridi’s Histoire de 

Provence (1694)60 focused on Marseille’s “natural” inclination toward republi-

canism; its “grandeur of birth, establishment of great laws and mores, the intro-

duction of the arts and sciences among the Gauls” easily “animated . . .  the 

memory of her fi rst government.” Like the Ruffi  s, he discussed how the French 

Crown helped Marseillais elites remember their republicanism and described 

how the republic’s heroes knelt at the feet of the royal liberator. These works 

indicate a crescendo of royalist tones in the eigh teenth century; this did not, 

however, materialize at the expense of Marseillais republican historicism. Mon-

archy and republic  were not inversely related. The more idealized the ancient 

republic, the more generous the monarchy appeared. The narrative of republi-

can renewal was elastic enough to reserve for kings a leading role in resurrect-

ing ancient Massilia.

Commercial expansion and the alteration of memory made conquest imagin-

able as liberation and helped reinforce Marseille’s distinct Greco- Roman iden-

tity. Marseillais historians’ repre sen ta tions of their distant past and their depic-

tions of contemporary events tamed a long series of disruptive events and created 

a rather seamless story of republican renewal. They deleted memories of Louis 

XIV’s troops entering Marseille and the confrontations between royal and mu-

nicipal administrators. The conquest was rarely discussed without mention of 

Marseille’s commercial recovery and grandeur. The myth and reality of com-

mercial expansion fed and  were fed by the remembrance of things long past and 

the forgetting of things recent. “Republican historicism” stabilized the po liti cal 

regime and commercial society brought into existence in 1660. Greek Massilia 

administratively metamorphosed into French Marseille, but in literature French 

Marseille continued to metamorphose into Greek Massilia.
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the italian gaze: provençal relics 
and the greco- roman past

Intellectual elites used more than Marseille’s Hellenic founding and history 

to establish their city’s links to the classical past. Greco- Roman relics preserved 

in Marseille and Provence also authenticated the region’s record in antiquity and 

bolstered “republican historicism” by off ering tangible proof of it. Provence, im-

perial Rome’s fi rst provincia, in the words of Pliny, had been “another Italy.”61 

Following the discoveries of Herculaneum (1709) and Pompey (1738), travelers 

went to Italy to visit them, but the French could fi nd relics of Julius Caesar and 

his successors in ancient Roman cities in their own kingdom such as Arles, 

Nîmes, St. Rémy, and Marseille. Both Ruffi  s devoted entire chapters to tombs, 

urns, plates, lamps, medals, and “all sorts of antiques”62 unearthed in Marseille 

dating to Greek, Roman, and medieval periods. Ruins  were rich resources for 

monarch and provincial administrators; archeological trea sures  were concrete 

links between antiquity and the present, between the grandeur of Rome and that 

of France. Monarchs and regional elites scrambled to claim own ership of them.

The connection with antiquity benefi ted both the state and the patrie, an an-

tiquarian wrote in the eigh teenth century.63 Provence and Marseille  were privi-

leged to own what many other provinces in France did not: a wealth of tangible 

pieces of the ancient world. Their intimate connection with Rome, evidenced in 

their relics, was a historical privilege unique to the area. But as Louis XIV and 

his intendants restored these remains, they claimed them as state possessions. 

Antiques unearthed in Provence held a dual identity: as Provençal trea sures, 

they called attention to a par tic u lar region, while as royal property, they forged 

the Crown’s links to Roman grandeur. Antiquities served as a prism that cast 

light on local claims and royal ones.

Nowhere is the tension between national and regional claims to artifacts 

more visible than in the reconstruction of Arles’ Roman obelisk. On his way to 

subdue Marseille in 1660, Louis XIV discovered two separated parts of a ruined 

obelisk on the outskirts of Arles and remarked that they  were “the most beauti-

ful gems in my kingdom.” Municipal leaders subsequently reerected the ancient 

monument “in honor of the king.” The obelisk was hauled to the Hôtel de Ville 

on 20 March 1676. The dedication of the obelisk involved pageantry broadcast-

ing Louis XIV’s glory. Spectators watched as the renovated obelisk was revealed 

to the sound of trumpets, tambours, announcements by the city’s consuls, and 

cries of “Vive le roy!” Adorned with symbols of absolutism, a terrestrial globe 

and sun, the obelisk testifi ed to the absolute power of Louis XIV.64
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 Arles Obelisk, Hôtel de Ville back right. Photo by author.

Or did it? Arlesian administrative elites, like those in Marseille, looked for 

opportunities to showcase how their city, likewise a former republic, had been the 

“Rome of Gaul” allegedly founded by Hercules. The monument’s new home in 

front of the Hôtel de Ville off ered a story that confl icted with the Crown’s narra-

tive. Claiming that the obelisk was a priceless “ornament of the city,” the consuls 

had four lions, ancient symbols of “the city, its power, and its courage,” erected 

at its foot. The monument’s placement in front of the ancient city hall, home to 

the city’s “autonomous po liti cal body,” emphasized Arlesian in de pen dence and 
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connection to a Roman past. The panegyric to the city read under the obelisk 

eulogized how Provence and Arles had been autonomous entities in the Roman 

provincia.

The restoration of antiques bolstered regional patriotism while contributing 

to the myth that monarchs resurrected republics. The spectacle of Marseille’s 

agrandissement, the dedication of Marseille’s Academy, the restoration of Arles’ 

fi rst- century obelisk, and the Crown’s other restoration projects of Roman col-

Arles Obelisk, close- up. Photo by author.
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umns, pillars, arches, temples, and aqueducts around Nîmes, St. Rémy and Avi-

gnon lent credence to the idea that monarchs allied themselves with ancient 

republics.65 Though overseen by royal administrators, these projects that de-

pended on municipal cooperation and a workforce empowered échevins, consuls, 

local assemblies, and communities. This empowerment could be understood as 

local “resurrection.”

virtue, mystical piety, and despotism: 
persisting dilemmas of commercial society

Marseille’s aristocratic antiquarians mobilized a republican historical vision 

in the context of Bourbon state- building and commercial expansion to speak 

of their city’s revival, rather than decline. In so doing, these writers gave value to 

the idea of commerce. Departing from Christian and classical republican tradi-

tions that condemned the marketplace as the source of self- interest, they ad-

opted the notion that commerce was ideal for individuals, former republics, and 

growing states. Those who adopted the vocabulary of commercial civic spirit saw 

merchants as ideal upholders of civic ethos (de Colonie), equated le négoce and 

négociants with honor and nobility (Eon and Savary), and off ered a revised repub-

lican myth that understood commerce as the engine propelling France forward 

and Marseille back to glory (Ruffi  ).

Such ideas of virtuous and honorable merchant- citizens dedicated to repub-

lics and states did not, however, go unchallenged in France. In par tic u lar, the 

sword nobility recovered the classical republican vocabulary of virtue to warn 

that republics  were prone to decline; they off ered a dramatically diff erent assess-

ment of commerce and royal expansion. If royal intervention and state- supported 

commerce jump- started citizenship and republican grandeur, according to some 

Marseillais writers, there  were also aristocrats who saw them as corrupters of 

cities and states.

As Jay Smith and John Shovlin have analyzed, such ideas  were particularly 

prominent in northern France, among the Burgundy circle, where “dis plea sure 

over the spread of venality of offi  ce and the rise of the noblesse de robe had led 

various spokesmen of the old nobility to decry the declining fortunes of the 

second estate.”66 Blaming the aristocracy’s po liti cal and social decline on luxury, 

royal aggrandizement, and commerce, noble writers contrasted the ideal of 

virtue against the specter of despotism. Seeing virtue through classical republi-

can lenses, they wrote that whereas the ancients had aligned their personal in-

terests with the public good and expressed “love of the patrie,” in their own age, 
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Colbertism and Louis XIV’s warmongering extinguished that virtue. In Traité 

contre le luxe des hommes et des femmes, et contre le luxe avec lequel on élève les en-

fans de l’un et de l’autre sexe, Jean du Pradel argued that luxury needed to be 

abolished to restore virtue in France; Henri de Boullainvilliers’ Essai sur la no-

blesse de France, contenans une dissertation sur son origine charged French kings 

with having softened mores, introduced luxury, and destroyed noble virtues. In 

their view, the sword nobility, not négociants,  were the state’s patriotic, morally 

sound, virtuous leaders.

In the late seventeenth century, the most ardent aristocratic critics of com-

mercial luxury and war- centered state- building began courting Louis XIV’s 

grandson, the duc de Bourgogne, to off er a unique notion of virtue that com-

bined republican notions of citizenship with a mystical understanding of spiri-

tual piety. This circle included conservative French Jesuits; Louis XIV’s advisor 

the duc de Chevreuse; the duc de Beauvilliers, head of the Royal Council of Fi-

nance; and, most notably, the archbishop of Cambrai, François de Salignac de La 

Mothe Fénelon, who was Bourgogne’s tutor, and spiritual advisor to Madame de 

Maintenon.67

When the death of Bourgogne’s father made him immediate heir to the French 

throne, Fénelon penned his epic Télémaque in an eff ort to teach the future king 

better methods of rule that would curtail the excesses of Louis Quatorzian abso-

lutism. The epic tells of the experiences of Telemachus, the son of the Ithacan 

hero Ulysses, as he traveled the Aegean and Mediterranean with his tutor, Men-

tor. Mentor used their encounters with diff erent governments and societies to 

teach the prince how to be a wise ruler. Fénelon’s story did not endorse a ban on 

commerce; as his disquisition on the commercial city of Tyre demonstrated, 

commerce could strengthen society. “The Tyrians are industrious, patient, labo-

rious, clean, sober, and frugal,” Fénelon wrote; “they have a well- regulated admin-

istration; there is no discord among them; never was there a people more fi rm 

and steady, more candid, more loyal, more trusty, or more kind to strangers.” 

Commerce, however, could produce the conditions that generated luxury: “Should 

discord and jealousy once prevail among them; should luxury and laziness get a 

footing; should the fi rst men in the nation begin to despise labor and frugality . . .  

you will soon see this power, that now is so much the object of admiration, 

dwindle away to nothing.”68 Luxury created the “contagious” and “moral poison” 

of “eff eminate plea sure,” the “abuse of power,” and “idle ambition” that estab-

lished despotism.69

Urging his charge, Bourgogne, to reconcile “monarchical rule with republi-

can virtues,” Fénelon advocated a po liti cal system that prioritized the moral 
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qualities of “disinterestedness.”70 He used the model of a Christian’s disinter-

ested love for God over the self to formulate his ideas regarding a citizen’s disin-

terested love for the (re)public. The archbishop argued how French subjects 

could emulate the civic virtue of the ancients, and elevate it to a higher level with 

their religious knowledge of God, to produce the kind of disinterestedness req-

uisite for a renewed agriculturally based state.71 For Fénelon, republican and 

religious morality went hand in hand. Disinterested love, in other words, served 

as the foundation for relationships between man and God, man and man, and 

man and the body politic; in the fi rst case, it manifested itself as “charity,” in the 

second, as friendship, in the last, as civic virtue.72 Such ideas  were repeated in 

Fénelon’s more overtly theological writings, such as the Explications des max-

imes des saints (1697) and his writings on education, most notably the Traité de 

l’éducation des fi lles (1687). He called upon his readers to emulate the simplicity 

of the ancient Romans, while practicing the “truths of Christianity,” “sincerity,” 

“modesty,” “disinterestedness,” “fi delity . . .  and above all, piety.”73

Fénelon’s emphasis on mystical disinterestedness, and on the assumption 

that life was a passage extending from sin and concupiscence to “pure love,” 

whether of God, fellow man, or the body politic, may appear to have much in 

common with the Jansenist variant of Augustinian theology. Fénelon, however, 

remained highly critical of Jansenism, emphasizing that man’s spiritual and 

secular journeys toward disinterested love rested on free will, something that 

the Jansenists denied. Ultimately, it was not the charge of Jansenist heresy that 

landed Fénelon in trouble; rather, it was his support of Madame de Maintenon’s 

religiously unorthodox acquaintance Jeanne- Marie Bouvier de La Motte, Ma-

dame Guyon, which led to accusations that he accepted Molinism and Quietism. 

Fénelon, Bishop Jacques Bénigne Bossuet and the phi los o pher Nicolas Male-

branche charged, promoted a heretical understanding of disinterested love that 

excused the “elect” from morality and denied any hope of salvation or divine 

punishment.74 As a result, Louis XIV banished the archbishop from court in 

1697; the papacy followed suit by placing Télémaque on the Index of banned 

books in 1699. Meanwhile, the exiled Fénelon continued to try putting his ideas 

for po liti cal and spiritual reform into practice; he drew up his Tables de Chaulnes 

(1711), endorsing a program that proposed to restore the nobility to positions of 

power at court and in the provinces, abolish the intendancy, and eliminate uni-

versalized taxes like the capitation.75 The duc de Bourgogne died in 1712, extin-

guishing Fénelon’s dreams of a reformed monarchy and French state, and he 

himself died in January 1715, but Télémaque would become the most widely read 

book in the kingdom in the eigh teenth century. Aside from Jean- Jacques Rousseau’s 
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The Social Contract (1762), it was to be the most important po liti cal text in pre-

revolutionary France.

From Fénelon to Boulainvilliers, noble and religious critics of luxury and 

absolutist aggrandizement shared several points in common with the robe no-

bility who adhered to the new commercial civic spirit. Like the robe nobles of 

Marseille, these sword aristocrats located models for virtue in the classical Greek 

and Roman republics. Like them, they also blurred the lines between “honor” 

and virtue”; Fénelon’s aristocrat and Savary’s négociant both practiced the honor 

worthy of an aristocrat and the virtue requisite of a citizen. However, for critics 

of luxury, commerce was fundamentally connected to social mobility, the confu-

sion of social hierarchies, and royal despotism.76

Debates over despotism, understood as the nonexistence of liberty, had ini-

tially emerged in the sixteenth century, most notably with Jean Bodin’s Six Books 

of the Republic. Sword nobles became increasingly preoccupied with the issue of 

royal despotism in the seventeenth century as they saw Bourbon state- building 

during Louis XIV’s reign involving too many illegitimate extensions of royal 

sovereignty. This discussion of Bourbon despotism did not resonate in a com-

mercial port experiencing a long- awaited economic revival like Marseille. There 

was, however, one discussion concerning despotism that did take root among 

some observers in Marseille during this period: that of “oriental despotism.” As 

debates over despotism strengthened, some royal critics deployed the concept of 

“oriental despotism” to compare the unlawful extension of French royal author-

ity to non- Western forms of arbitrary rule that many Eu ro pe an observers associ-

ated with the Ottoman Empire. This comparison between “oriental” and French 

despotism gained currency in part due to intensifi ed diplomatic contacts be-

tween France and the Ottoman Empire, fi rst between François I and Suleiman 

the Magnifi cent in the sixteenth century and later between Louis XIV and Col-

bert and Mehmet IV in the seventeenth (evidenced in the Capitulations of 1673).

The vocabulary of “oriental despotism” functioned to defi ne the limits of 

absolutism.77 Many royal critics feared that the allegedly tyrannical, corrupt, 

slavish, and perverse politics of the Ottoman Empire could infect France as 

French monarchs allied with the Ottomans to fi ght their common Hapsburg 

enemies. The king, these worried, was becoming a sultan, and the monarchy 

was becoming “oriental.” Such arguments registered among many observers in 

Marseille, due to the city’s geo graph i cal location and commercial identity, which 

rendered it open and vulnerable to non- French, and particularly Ottoman, Ar-

menian, and Jewish merchants and migrants. Even while Marseillais elites and 

robe nobility praised the French négociant for the virtuous, honorable activities 



b e t w e e n  r e p u b l i c  a n d  m o n a r c h y  77

he pursued in the market, they remained ambivalent about the foreign mer-

chants who increasingly served as business associates, and often, competitors in 

Marseillais and French commerce. Louis XIV and Colbert’s commercial initia-

tives opened Marseille to more foreign traders, merchandise, and immigrants 

from the Levant. French commercial expansion resurrected the Massilian phoe-

nix out of the ashes, but, according to many observers in Marseille and beyond, 

it could trap the city in a graveyard of foreign vices and disease. Virtues would 

be lost, citizens would forget their civic duties, Marseille would become an 

“Ottoman,” “Armenian,” or “Jewish” city on French soil.

The po liti cal and commercial alliances that the French monarchy forged with 

the Ottoman Empire to amplify royal power, strengthen the state, and bolster 

the French market threatened to undermine the tenuous faith that controllers- 

general, royal intendants, historians, and local elites developed in commerce 

and négociants. Could the foreign merchant serve as reliable business partner 

for French and Marseillais merchants? Could Levantine Jews and Armenians 

become Marseillais citizens, or would they threaten the moral and po liti cal 

fi ber— the virtue and honor— of native Marseillais merchants and their fami-

lies? Chapter 3 turns to these questions and to the persisting mistrust of com-

merce and merchants.



c h a p t e r  t h r e e

“Trade is a Pandora’s box,” the Marseille négociant and académicien Pierre- 

Augustin Guys protested in 1786.1 While royal administrators and aristocratic 

Marseillais historians provided positive evaluations of honorable and virtuous 

négociants, the traditional view that commerce fostered po liti cal and moral insta-

bility persisted through the eigh teenth century, largely due to the transnational-

ism of the market. Two circumstances— increased traffi  c between French and 

Turkish merchants, and Ottoman immigrations to Marseille— disrupted the 

argument that commerce benefi ted the public good. How did French elites per-

ceive the Ottoman Turks, Jews, and Armenians who traded with French mer-

chants and arrived in France in growing frequency and greater numbers during 

Louis XIV’s reign? What kinds of languages did they employ to understand the 

Ottomans and their interaction with French nationals? What policies did the 

French Crown generate to manage Ottoman merchants and immigrants, and 

how did Marseillais administrators react to them? Did worries over the po liti cal, 

fi nancial, and moral risks allegedly presented by the Ottomans dampen com-

mercial civic spirit?

As scholars have demonstrated, early modern French perceptions of the 

Turkish Empire  were “overwhelmingly negative.” Apart from their admiration 

of military prowess, French elites ascribed to ste reo types that depicted Otto-

mans as lascivious, violent, and corrupt.2 Ottoman merchants, many French 

administrators and writers concurred,  were doubly dubious; Ottomans  were po-

liti cally and religiously bankrupt, while their merchants  were self- interested and 

avaricious. This chapter, however, challenges the monolithic model of the self- 

France and the Levantine Merchant
The Challenges of an International Market
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other dynamic previously presented by some historians of Orientalism. While 

Edward Said has shown that the “West” constructed its counterpart, “the East” 

as its polar opposite, recent scholarship has established that there  were many 

“selves” and “others” projected on to one another.3

Indeed, this chapter will demonstrate how the French Crown, aristocracy, 

supporters and critics of commerce, Catholics and Huguenots employed an ar-

ray of Orientalist tropes in conversations that often had more to do with French 

politics and society than with the Ottoman Empire.4 Members of diff erent po liti-

cal bodies, social ranks, and religious denominations adopted Orientalist dis-

courses that would help secure them positioning over rivals and adversaries in 

France and Eu rope. Depending on such contexts, French elites alternated be-

tween adopting derogatory symbols of Ottoman subjects and merchants, and 

other tropes that stressed the “Asians’ ” moral, spiritual, and cultural superiority 

over Frenchmen. The generalizations they formulated helped them defi ne social 

and po liti cal hierarchies, intra- estate and intra- personal relationships within 

France, while they also served to classify Ottoman peoples vis-à- vis the French.5

This chapter examines variations in French Orientalist utterances during the 

reign of Louis XIV then explores how these tropes helped sustain inconsistent 

policies toward Ottoman subjects in Marseille. First, it analyzes the works of 

authors patronized by the Crown— ambassadors, noblemen, ecclesiastics, doc-

tors, professors, parlementaires, and knighted military personnel. These traveled 

to the Levant (generally “lands of the rising sun,” or soleil levant, east of Venice) 

and gathered geo graph i cal and historical information for merchants and mis-

sionaries. The assessments of the Ottomans that these authors generated  were 

intended to render the Turkish Empire appealing to French travelers to get them 

to extend their activities in the Levantine market. In the context of mercantilist 

expansion, the Crown had little to gain from disseminating knowledge of the 

Levant that concentrated exclusively on physical danger and po liti cal, cultural, 

and religious depravity.

Second, this chapter explores Orientalist texts penned by the French Crown’s 

critics. Troubled by the monarchy’s mishandling of statecraft— demonstrated by 

religious intolerance, court intrigues, and commercial luxury— these writers 

extolled the virtues of “oriental” rulers, contending that Turks, Persians, and 

other Levantine peoples  were culturally, religiously, and po liti cally superior to 

Eu ro pe ans. Most famously, the baron de Montesquieu created his literary char-

acter the Persian monarch Usbek to criticize, among many things, the corrup-

tion and luxurious tastes of the French population. Montesquieu was not alone 

in mobilizing the Islamic other as a device to evaluate French politics and society. 
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Much prior to the 1721 publication of his Lettres persanes, French Protestants 

praised the religious pluralism of the Ottoman Empire in contrast to Louis XIV’s 

intolerance. Other writers, such as the Comte de Boulainvilliers, compared the 

wisdom of Muslim prophets and leaders to virtues found among France’s sword 

nobility.6

French policies established during the reign of Louis XIV to police Levantine 

merchants and immigrants mirrored inconsistencies in French Orientalist 

literature. The Crown initially extended a welcome to Levantines who  were at-

tracted to Marseille by the 1669 Edit sur la franchise du port de Marseille, which 

“urg[ed] foreigners to frequent . . .  Marseille, come establish themselves therein,” 

and become naturalized French subjects.7 Such an open- door policy was an ex-

tension of Colbert’s mercantilism. He recruited Ottoman merchants— mostly 

silk and textile traders— to Marseille to conduct commercial warfare against 

France’s Dutch and British competitors. Naturalized Frenchmen of Levantine 

origin could help France produce its own silks, while their fabrics could compete 

favorably in other Eu ro pe an markets. Colbert obscured the distinction between 

French and foreign subjects, native Marseillais citizens and naturalized ones, by 

imagining Marseille as a melting pot of diverse Frenchmen. By turning foreign-

ers into French subjects, he would deactivate the fi nancial threats they posed to 

the kingdom; their activities and goods would be used for France’s profi t, rather 

than their countries of provenance. While Marseillais échevins objected to his 

policies, Colbert insisted that naturalized Ottomans benefi ted the public good 

and French commerce.8

Ultimately, however, the Crown discontinued such open- door policies. Gen-

erating derogatory ste reo types of Jewish and Muslim merchants, royal and Mar-

seillais administrators argued that foreign merchants posed a threat to the state 

and city. Using a combination of the statist language of utility, the civic vocabu-

lary of virtuous citizenship, and derogatory Orientalist tropes, these argued that 

naturalized subjects neither relinquished their ties to their countries of origin 

nor set the general good above their personal interests. Following the Edict of 

Fontainebleau (1685), these discussions focused on the impossibility of certain 

others— Jews, Armenians, Muslims, and Protestants— aligning their personal 

religious inclinations with the commercial interests of France. While parlemen-

tary magistrates occasionally contested such claims and came to the aid of im-

migrant supplicants, exclusionary policies from the latter half of Louis XIV’s 

reign curtailed the participation of religious others and naturalized subjects in 

French commerce.
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state- sponsored orientalism 
and the ottoman empire

From its beginnings in the sixteenth century, early modern court- sponsored 

French Orientalism was fraught with tensions. On one hand, French monarchs 

hoped to extend their territorial holdings into Asia and pursued their dream of 

a Gallia orientalis by energizing Christian anti- Muslim rhetoric in circulation 

since the Middle Ages. Such negative ste reo types fl ared across Eu rope as Sulei-

man the Magnifi cent set a tone for Ottoman expansion with his conquest of 

Hungary and siege of Vienna in 1529. On the other hand, France’s po liti cal alli-

ance with the Ottoman Empire, made offi  cial by François I’s treaty with Sulei-

man in 1536, jump- started Franco- Mediterranean commercial expansion and 

introduced a pro- Ottoman sensibility at court. The alliance that resulted in the 

capture of Nice from the Holy Roman Empire (1543) strengthened Franco- 

Mediterranean commerce in Marseille, Montpellier, and Narbonne.9 As France’s 

fi rst Re nais sance king, François I extended court- sponsorship to scholars and 

linguists of the Orient, and initiated France’s diplomatic relations with the Ot-

tomans with the fi rst French embassy to Turkey.

Louis XIII and XIV inherited the French Crown’s complicated relationship 

with the Ottomans. Louis XIII and Richelieu capitalized on the commercial 

foundations François I had laid down for Franco- Ottoman trade, revising French 

laws and allowing noblemen to participate in overseas commerce. Aristocratic 

diplomats and successful merchants such as Laurent d’Arvieux and Jean- Baptiste 

Tavernier confi rmed that Eurasian, and specifi cally Ottoman, trade was a lucra-

tive business for the noblesse commerçante; their published works helped circu-

late ste reo types of Eastern luxury, opulence, and lavishness. At the same time, 

however, while the battle of Lepanto (1571) signaled the end of Ottoman naval 

hegemony in the Mediterranean, Turkish aspirations to push against the Haps-

burg frontier continued to alarm Eu ro pe ans. At the French court, Cardinal Maz-

arin, Anne d’Autriche, and their Catholic dévot supporters rallied against the 

monarchy’s tradition of allying with the Ottomans. Together with French mis-

sionaries, whose many travel writings contained negative portrayals of Barbary 

corsairs, Muslim barbarism, and religious fanat i cism, these naysayers continued 

to ignite Christian, anti- Islamic vocabulary.

Under Louis XIV, the French Crown’s relationship with the Ottomans be-

came more complex, as did French “Orientalisms.” During his reign, the Köprülü 

viziers reactivated the Ottomans’ drive to push to Vienna, fueling the Wars of 
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the Holy League that involved the Hapsburgs, the Ottomans, Poles, Venetians, 

and Rus sians over the last de cades of the seventeenth century. In the meantime, 

French- Mediterranean trade soared, as the Ottomans exported textiles (silk, wool, 

angora, and cotton), dyes, foodstuff s (dried fruits, oil, and wheat) and tobacco to 

the French in exchange for manufactured products (brocade, caps, and paper) 

and colonial goods (indigo, sugar, and coff ee).10 These tandem developments— 

renewed Turkish off ensives in Eu rope, and intensifi ed Franco- Ottoman 

commerce— generated confused utterances regarding the compatibility between 

French and Levantine populations. Meanwhile, Louis XIV’s determination to 

preserve amicable relations with the Ottomans for the purposes of commercial 

aggrandizement and personal glorifi cation generated new currents of Oriental-

isms in science and culture. Institutions such as the Académie des sciences 

encouraged the gathering of information on “the East,” while at court, French 

royals and high nobility helped produce the vogue of turkerie, masquerading as 

Turks, Persians, and Indians in royal carrousels, following “Oriental” sartorial 

trends, and consuming coff ee and tea with imported and imitated porcelain, to 

exhibit po liti cal, social, and economic power.11

State- subsidized studies of Levantine, Mediterranean, and Asian languages, 

geography, religions, histories and populations  were crucial for a monarch who 

hoped to use such research to establish advantageous po liti cal and commercial 

relationships with the Ottoman Empire. Authors who participated in such 

information- gathering presented two prominent narratives. On one hand, they 

presented the standard metanarrative of Eurocentric Orientalism, insisting that 

the Turkish religion, politics, culture, and physical environment  were diametri-

cally opposed to those of Eu ro pe ans. They described that the Ottoman Empire 

bred corrupt societies— diseased in politics, religion, mind, and body— and 

threatened to spread malaise to Eu rope. On the other hand, the same writers 

occasionally favorably depicted territories ruled by the Turks. They imagined 

that populations in the eastern Mediterranean shared common Hellenic and 

Roman histories with Eu rope until Asiatic powers had usurped them from “civi-

lization.” These authors argued that Ottoman politics, not fundamental “ethnic” 

diff erences, rendered the people of the Ottoman Empire incompatible with the 

French. This perception that Greeks, Cypriots, Slavs, and Persians  were neither 

diff erent nor averse to the West reassured French audiences. Eastern Eu ro pe ans 

and subjected Levantine populations became buff ers against the encroaching 

Turks. If navigation and commerce made the Levant more accessible and brought 

the Ottoman Empire closer to France, imagining eastern Mediterranean and 

Levantine peoples as semi- European allowed the French to push back the puta-
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tive borders of the enemy. By stretching elastic discursive Eu ro pe an borders and 

characterizing the Levant as demi- European, writers assembled a linguistic de-

fense that protected France when Eu ro pe an physical ramparts proved vulnerable.

One of the most distinguished seventeenth- century traveler writers of the 

Ottoman Empire was the Aixois botanist Joseph de Tournefort. Studies in Mont-

pellier and Barcelona and voyages around the Mediterranean brought him fame, 

and Madame de Venelle, the undergoverness (sous- gouvernante) of the royal chil-

dren, invited him to Paris in 1683. He became professor of Botany at the Jardin 

des Plantes and a member of the Académie des sciences in 1691. Hearing that 

Tournefort was an “excellent voyager,” Louis XIV ordered him on a mission to 

collect information on Levantine and Mediterranean lands.12 Between 1700 and 

1702, Tournefort traveled the Greek archipelagoes, visited Constantinople, and 

toured Ottoman Armenia, Georgia, and North Africa until plague in Egypt 

forced his return to France. His Relation d’un voyage du Levant fait par ordre du 

Roy, originally written as letters to Secretary of the Navy Louis de Pontchar-

train, “who had procured all the permissions for his voyage,” appeared soon 

thereafter.13

Tournefort’s understanding of the Ottoman Empire was Euro- and Franco-

centric. The further east he traveled, the more he observed politics deteriorating, 

women becoming uglier, and animals fi ercer. Tournefort focused on the concept 

of “Oriental” or “Turkish despotism,” attributing the degeneracy of the Ottoman 

Empire— its people, religion, animals, plants— to Turkish politics: “From its ori-

gins,” he wrote, “the Turkish government has been tyrannical.” Turkish despo-

tism spanned four centuries and three continents; it began in the sultan’s sera-

glio, where eunuchs “gave themselves over to ambition and the care of their 

fortunes.”14 Despotism infected the population in multiple forms. “Ignorance . . .  

one of the miseries of slavery,” deteriorated Ottoman minds, and the plague, 

their bodies. The Ottoman world, Tournefort concluded, was deranged in mind, 

body, spirit, and politics.

Such depictions of Turkish despotism and corruption abounded in French 

travel literature. The Levantine travel journal (1668) of a Sieur Poullet asserts 

that “the Ottoman Turks who possess the most beautiful parts of the world  were 

initially a troop of vagabond shepherds descended from the Tartars of Asia Mi-

nor around the year 1200.” Through twenty- two generations of sultans, the Ot-

tomans, Poullet recounted, had extended their empire with their Janissary mili-

tia, “winning more land in four centuries than the Romans managed to acquire 

in eight hundred and fi fty years.”15 The Janissaries “forced their Sovereigns to 

abandon their trea suries to their avarice, will, caprice . . .  and conspiracies.”16 
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The Norman parlementaire Gilles Fermanel elaborated on the Janissaries’ luxu-

rious tastes that gradually rendered them “cowardly,” “weak,” and “eff eminate.”17 

Their degeneracy refl ected the sultan’s: leaving governance to viziers, “the Great 

Lord locked himself up with his women in the Seraglio, where he forgot the 

care of his aff airs.”18 Turkey, these French writers confi rmed, was a declining 

empire.

How could such a purportedly depraved, self- destructing empire pose a 

threat to Eu ro pe ans? Travel writers argued that Ottoman despotism could turn 

friends into foes, trading partners into enemies, Eu rope into Turkey. Turkish 

expansionism was a perverse form of imperialism, where a corrupt, weak, ef-

feminate, “barbarous” empire destroyed strong states. The Islamic religion, these 

writers claimed, served as a major weapon in this perverted version of state- 

building. The sultan sent his eunuchs to Asia and Eu rope to spread the Islamic 

religion.19 According to Poullet, “there [was] nothing more contrary to reason 

than Mahometisme.”20 “Christian children paid as tribute [to the Ottomans] are 

raised from an early age in Mahometisme; they have an extreme horror of all that 

regards Christianity; [they] hate their parents, they never want to recognize 

them, they consider the sultan as their father . . .  and would rather die than con-

travene his commands.”21 The Islamic faith, writers insisted, generated moral 

decline, depopulation, wars, and disease.22 Islamic attitudes toward disease pre-

vented them from protecting themselves against epidemics. The Turks let the 

plague run rampant; placing their faith in predestination, they did “nothing to 

preserve themselves, if a person died, another slept in his bed unconcerned and 

wore his clothes.”23

Writers warned that commerce brought “Asian” despotism, disease, and im-

morality closer to Eu rope, particularly through ports that served as open doors 

to “Asian” mores, habits, and illnesses. Gilles Fermanel observed that commerce 

“brought terror” to Marseille and Toulon, even while these cities became wealth-

ier than Malta, Tunis, Algiers, and Tripoli. Administrative leaders, he wrote, 

“cried for help” to stop trading with Ottoman neighbors.24

Writers who disparaged the Turks nonetheless favorably judged Levantines, 

whom they saw as sharing Eu ro pe ans’ Greco- Roman heritage. Positive evalua-

tions of Marseille’s historical otherness— manifest in the city’s connections to 

ancient Greece, Rome, and Carthage— became very relevant in these discus-

sions that pointed to historic, geographic, and cultural similarities among Medi-

terranean and Levantine peoples and lands.

That France’s premier Mediterranean port shared affi  nities with its eastern 

neighbors was not diffi  cult to imagine for writers, given that the sea route be-
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tween Marseille and Constantinople was 730 leagues, traversable in less than a 

month.25 The journey led from Provence to Sardinia, between Malta and the 

Barbary Coast, and then via the Aegean to Constantinople.26 Gilles Fermanel 

and Sieur Poullet, the same writers who provided negative evaluations of the 

Turks, maintained that the  whole of Asia Minor shared a common Greco- Roman 

heritage. Smyrna and other cities had been founded as Ephesian colonies; the 

Georgians descended from “the Spanish and the Argonauts.”27 Meanwhile, 

these writers described Constantinople, Smyrna, Erzurum, Rome, and Mar-

seille as geo graph i cally and culturally comparable. Their histories traced to clas-

sical Greece, and their city plans  were reproductions of Greek models. The Jesuit 

Père Avril noted how the Turkish city of Erzurum’s “grandeur is similar to Mar-

seille’s.” Its ancient walls, spacious neighborhoods, and excellent air and water 

made it “one of the best cities in the entire Ottoman Empire.”28 Fermanel, mean-

while, compared Constantinople to Rome. “This city built to command the entire 

world,” was “a copy of Rome, built on seven hills [and] bathed by the sea.” In 

Smyrna, he continued, “Christians lived freely . . .  and accommodated themselves 

easily with the Turks, who are ordinarily good men.” Avril described how “the 

mores there are so sweet that we French live there comfortably.”29

Commerce, Avril continued, rendered Mediterranean peoples even more sim-

ilar and well- adapted to one another. Armies, sailors, and merchants, he wrote, 

“carried their humors with them into the land of the Levantines,” until Mediter-

ranean peoples increasingly resembled one another. He particularly noticed 

similarities between Venetians and Turks: “the ways they prepare their meats 

and make their pastries are similar, their restraint in opening themselves up, 

never rendering a blatant response, and in counterfeiting seriousness are nearly 

completely parallel.”30 While these authors conceded that po liti cally, the Ottoman 

Empire “was the most dangerous land for the French,”31 they suggested that 

Mediterranean mingling and hybridity— evidenced in culinary overlaps and 

behavioral similarities— was not altogether negative. These  were the benefi ts of 

transnational cosmopolitanism.

Other French authors rejected depictions of a corrupt Turkish Empire. In 

Bibliothèque orientale, ou Dictionaire universel contenant généralement tout ce qui 

regarde la connoissance des peuples de l’Orient, Barthélemy d’Herbelot stated: 

“The term ‘Turk’ is so decried that it is understood to signify a barbaric, crude 

nation that is utterly ignorant, and by their name, one understands similarly all 

who are under the domination of the Ottoman Empire.” He corrected: “One 

does them injustice to charge them with such calumnies. Without going so 

far as to justify barbarism or crudeness . . .  one can report that with regard to 
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ignorance, [the Turks] yield neither to the Arabs, nor the Persians in the sciences 

and in good letters.” The Bibliothèque orientale, Herbelot insisted, would correct 

such “unjust” ste reo types.32

The fi rst in France to produce a collection of knowledge on the Turkish Em-

pire in the form of a dictionary, Barthélemy Herbelot (1625– 1695) mastered He-

brew, Latin, Greek, Arabic, Persian, and Turkish before the Crown tapped him 

to produce a French version of a Bibliotheca orientalis (1658) completed by Johann 

Heinrich Hottinger in Leyden. Following two extended excursions to Italy, where 

he befriended professors in “oriental languages,” Herbelot returned to France, 

where then procureur général of the parlement de Paris and sur- intendant des 

fi nances Nicolas Fouquet provided him with a pension. Fouquet’s banishment 

from court did little to damage Herbelot’s career; following several audiences 

with Louis XIV, he became royal professor in Syriac and competed his Biblio-

thèque orientale in return for an annual pension of 1,500 livres.33

Dedicated to His Majesty as a dictionary of “the most excellent things nature 

has produced in one of the most beautiful parts of the earth; the most useful 

things art has invented; and the most marvelous events history has told,” the 

Bibliothèque orientale was or ga nized, not in the narrative and subjective form of 

published travel journals, but in alphabetical order. Topics included sultans, re-

ligious leaders, empires, cities and towns, geographic formations, historic events 

and battles. In this regard, the Bibliothèque orientale presaged the rational or ga-

ni za tion of the Enlightenment Encyclopèdie. “The alphabetical order of its or ga-

ni za tion does not invite confusion, as one might imagine,” the author asserted, 

“to the contrary, it facilitates the [author’s] intention to insert several things that 

are not part of the general history that he provides, but that support it to render 

things more intelligible.” Herbelot presented his work as an unbiased, compre-

hensive collection of data.

Herbelot traced the Turks’ origins to the Greeks and Romans and pointed to 

the common biblical heritage of Eu ro pe ans and Turks. The Turks, he explained, 

traced their lineage to Adam and Eve. In his article, “Turc,” Herbelot discussed 

Noah’s grandson, Turk, who “governed his family and subjects with great pru-

dence and justice” and taught his sons “about religion, government and the disci-

pline of their families.” His descendants established colonies and became rulers 

“of the greatest nation in the world.” Eventually, this clan divided into forty- eight 

tribes; some of these became nomadic vagabonds. Consequently, the Persians and 

Arabs grew to hate these nomads and characterized them as “barbarians,” “ban-

doliers,” and “robbers.”34 Herbelot encouraged his readers to be skeptical of such 

ste reo types of Turkish barbarism that derived from prejudiced accounts.
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The author who prided himself for objectively analyzing the Turks, however, 

could not remain unbiased in his assessment of Islam. Herbelot derided the 

Islamic prophet and faith, explaining that Turkish history declined after the in-

troduction of Islam.35 He began his article on “Mohammed Al Nabi, the Prophet” 

by describing “the famous imposter Mahomet,” as “the author and found er of 

the heresy that has taken the name of the religion we call Mahometane.” “The 

interpreters of the Koran and other doctors of the Muslim law,” he continued, 

“have applied to this false prophet all the praise that the Arians and other here-

tics have attributed to Jesus Christ and have dared to establish his divinity.” 

Suggesting that Mohammed could “neither read nor write,” Herbelot claimed 

that the prophet was guided by erroneous knowledge of Jewish and Christian 

doctrines. Herbelot questioned the prophet’s virtue, recounting that while Mo-

hammad was allegedly untainted by original sin and concupiscence, he took 

twenty- one wives, disregarding the law that only permitted four.36 He then char-

acterized Islam as a religion of unreason, ignorance, and superstition. The Mus-

lim pilgrimage to Mecca, he wrote, was nothing more than idolatry.

Herbelot’s text was just as Orientalist as the journals of Tournefort, Avril, 

Fermanel, or Poullet. For Herbelot, what “othered” Turkey was not its politics, 

culture, or history; it was Islam. While he rejected ste reo types of Turkish barba-

rism and tyranny, he subscribed to the notion that non- Christian religions  were 

irrational cults. While he argued that Eu ro pe ans needed to temper their accusa-

tions of Turkish po liti cal and cultural inferiority with a rational investigation of 

Turkish texts, he failed to extend this methodology to his analysis of the Turks’ 

religion.

orientalism and the critique of royal absolutism

French writers did not, however, unanimously condemn Islam as a signifi er of 

Turkish ignorance and depravity. Many critics of Louis XIV rejected such as-

sumptions. Like other French observers, they assumed that Islam defi ned the 

Ottoman Empire; for them, Islam was the signifi er of Ottoman otherness. The 

fi rst French translation of the Koran (1647) helped underscore this relation be-

tween the Turkish Empire and Islam. But these critics of absolutism used favor-

able discussions of Islam to praise Turks and Muslims for their tolerance, ratio-

nality, and virtue. The analysis of Islam became a rhetorical tool that allowed 

them to expose religious and po liti cal problems not in the Ottoman Empire but 

in France. As Mohammed Arkoun observes: “Islam represented either fanat i-

cism or contrarily, a tolerance ignored in France and in Catholic lands. In all 
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cases, good or bad, the Muslim was not seen for what he was, but for how it 

could serve in ideological struggles” in Eu rope.37

The earliest positive French assessments of Islam came from Protestant crit-

ics of the monarchy. The botanist- linguist Jean Thévenot (1633– 67), the mer-

chant Jean- Baptiste Tavernier (1605– 1689), and Jean Chardin (1643– 1713), a Prot-

estant critical of the Catholic worship of saints and the Virgin Mary, published 

their travel journals of the Levant, Persia, and Turkey and lauded the Ottomans 

for extending to them the religious tolerance lacking in France.38 Thévenot com-

mented that the Turks “were better Christians than Christians themselves,” and 

Chardin thought that the Shiites possessed better qualities than Christians.39 

“[T]he infi dels the Christian missionaries try to convert . . .  are more rational 

[than they are], because they do not close their eyes to les lumières naturelles, 

adore God alone, and are averse to the idolatry to which the missionaries are 

inclined,” Chardin wrote.40 To him, the Muslims  were “the best deists of the 

world.” 41

Henri de Boulainvilliers (1658– 1722), best remembered for his Essai sur la 

noblesse de France and Histoire de l’ancien gouvernement de la France, is perhaps 

the most famous of Louis XIV’s domestic critics. Boulainvilliers described how 

the Frankish ancestors of the sword nobility had by right of conquest ruled the 

Gallo- Roman ancestors of the Third Estate until miscegenation between the 

Franks and Gauls weakened the conquerors. However, he reserved his strongest 

criticism for royal absolutism and the Crown’s policy of commercial mercantil-

ism. He insisted that the Crown sapped the sword nobility of power by support-

ing négociants, social- climbing fi nanciers, and venal offi  ceholders. The royal 

court and its luxurious de cadence corrupted noble virtues and degraded France. 

Though superfi cially a discussion of the history of Arabia and its famous prophet, 

Boulainvilliers’ Histoire des Arabes avec la Vie de Mahomet (published posthu-

mously and translated into En glish in 1731) contained all of these themes and 

was a partially veiled condemnation of absolute monarchy.42

Like Herbelot, Boulainvilliers began by questioning Western misconceptions 

of the Levant, and Islam in par tic u lar. Frenchmen, he admonished, being igno-

rant of “Oriental languages” and uninformed about Arab history, “consider the 

Mahometan religion only as a monstrous fi ction, settled by force of arms among 

weak and unwarlike nations, and maintained by ignorance and prejudice.” They 

failed to recognize “the courage, virtue and sentiments,” of Mahomet and his 

followers. Boulainvilliers credited Herbelot for revealing “the virtue of Arabians, 

whom we are led to regard as a barbarous people because of their distance from 

us and diff erence in religion.” 43
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Boulainvilliers began with a comparative geographic and historical discus-

sion of Jews and Arabs. Arabs hailed from “the nation sprung from Joktan, who 

was the younger brother of Heber, the father of the Hebrews.” Consequently, he 

traced several similarities between Jews and Arabs in customs, language, and 

government. Both  were initially nomadic peoples who had adopted mono the ism 

and rejected kingship. Boulainvilliers applauded their establishment of govern-

ments without “absolute chiefs capable of suppressing the liberty of others.” In 

place of kingship, they instituted “councils of par tic u lar tribes,” similar to aris-

tocratic councils in medieval France.

Boulainvilliers thought Arabs superior to the Jews, however. The Jews settled 

in fertile lands where they did not have to learn to cultivate the arts, sciences, or 

commerce; “destitute of navigation and commerce, unskilled in arts and sci-

ences, without politeness, or any other manners than what  were prescribed to 

them by their law,” they existed “without politics, and  were equally ignorant of 

the means either of cultivating peace or carry ing on war.” The Arabs lived in 

inhospitable deserts and survived by practicing “the most noble and exalted 

sciences.” Unlike Jews, they  were physically robust; they lived in the wilderness, 

preferring solitude and liberty, “disdain[ing] riches and plea sure,” and develop-

ing “mastery over their passions.” 44

Boulainvilliers’ depictions of Arabs resembled his imaginings of the Ger-

manic Franks he so admired. His subtext suggested that Arabs  were morally and 

physically comparable to the Eu ro pe an “noble savage,” the Frankish ancestors of 

the French nobility. “The solitude of the Arabians,” he wrote, “was the principle 

of all their best qualities.” Whereas solitude “produces nothing but stupidity in 

our monks,” it stimulated virtue in the Arabs, who shunned riches and became 

“masters of themselves.” Their isolation produced “hardness,” “a barbarous 

scorn,” and “contempt for life,” but these, he explained,  were admirable quali-

ties. The Arabs’ “coolness” and their “severity and fi rmness” led them to be 

“regulated by the consideration of justice and public security.” Such moral 

vigor contrasted with “the soft and lively passions so common in our climates,” 

where “ambition, love, jealousy, and politics” multiplied with the progress of 

civilization.45

In Boulainvilliers’ historical worldview, however, aristocrats and noble sav-

ages lost their virtues, physical strength, and po liti cal power. As in France, 

where luxury had corrupted the Frankish nobility, the Arabs had declined with 

the development of commerce. He lamented “that the fatal desire of private con-

ve nience, which soon degenerates into luxury, found the way into these prodi-

gious deserts.” “The lust of wealth,” he bemoaned, “triumphed over the love of 
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liberty.” The Arabs, “hurried on by the desire for riches, carry [coff ee] into the 

ports of the Levant, in order to bring home money for it, of which, at length, they 

will make the same wise use as we do, and like us, to the irreparable loss of that 

inestimable liberty, whose price is far above gold and every other transitory plea-

sure.” 46 The engine of historical decline was consistent in Louis XIV’s France 

and in Arabia. Commerce exterminated moral and physical vigor and destroyed 

liberty.

Boulainvilliers appended a biography of Mahomet to his account of Arabia. 

Mahomet emerged in his narrative as a nobleman from the wilderness who re-

stored virtue to a world overrun with “avarice and luxury.” Abandoned in the 

mountains as a child, Mahomet developed “strength” and “dexterity” chasing 

“the fi ercest savages, lions, and tigers.” As a young adult, he joined some trading 

caravans and became a merchant. Mahomet’s experience as a merchant did not, 

however, corrupt him. It provided him with the opportunity to observe fraudu-

lence in government, politics, and religion. He found kings and merchants bent 

on personal aggrandizement and commercial expansionism usurping po liti cal 

power from the ancient nobility.47

Boulainvilliers projected onto his reading of Persian and Syrian history the 

problems he saw in Louis XIV’s France. He described Mahomet’s Persia as a 

state in decline. “The end of the monarchy” drew near, as power- hungry kings 

overturned “ancient laws” and “abandoned themselves” to “extravagance.” “The 

nobility knew themselves no longer.” A similar situation plagued Syria, where a 

state overrun by “tyrannical usurpation” had become “a mere shadow of what it 

once had been.” Courtiers, priests, and military personnel cared only for money 

and luxury. Mahomet, Boulainvilliers continued, was particularly shocked at the 

corrupt practices among Christians: “he regarded the bishops, priests and secu-

lar clergy chiefl y as a po liti cal combination of men, united for the purpose of 

making religion subservient to their passions, their concupiscence, avarice, pride 

and dominion.” Sickened by such “abuses,” Mahomet created a new religion free 

of controversy. Such a calling to restore virtue, Boulainvilliers asserted, was not 

developed out of “ignorance,” “imposture,” or fanat i cism. This was the result of 

“deep meditation . . .  upon the state and condition of the nations of the world at 

the time, and upon the reconciliation of the objects of religion with reason.” For 

Boulainvilliers, Mahomet was a hero comparable to Alexander the Great and 

Caesar.48 He restored the Arab nobility, curtailed royal aggrandizement, and 

preached against luxury.

The texts of Tournefort, Poullet, Avril, Fermanel, Herbelot, and Boulainvil-

liers reveal the many iterations of French Orientalisms in the seventeenth and 
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eigh teenth centuries. Refl ected in these views of “Arabia,” “the Levant,” and 

“Turkey”  were the French authors’ own evaluations of, and ambivalence about 

the French monarchy, commerce, and Catholicism. French administrators re-

lied on these inconsistent perceptions of Turks, Islam, and the Levant to develop 

equally inconsistent policies toward Ottoman traders both in France and in the 

wider French commercial world.

“sirens who enchant us”: foreigners 
in eon’s commerce honorable

While dissonant Orientalist utterances on the Levant shaped royal and local 

administrators’ attitudes to Ottoman merchants and immigrants, policy- makers 

 were also informed by another set of discussions: po liti cal treatises that outlined 

how the Crown should handle foreign commerce, merchants, and immigrants 

in France. These texts are overwhelmingly xenophobic. In the mid sixteenth 

century, Jean Bodin and other jurists maintained that alien workers in France 

suff ered from a “vice” that rendered them incapable of inheriting or passing on 

possessions to heirs; these arguments provided the basis for anti- immigration 

and anti- naturalization policies through the early modern period. The mid sev-

enteenth century saw authors putting a new spin on such arguments, particu-

larly in the context of discussions of international commerce.

One of the most important theorists in this regard was a Carmelite monk, 

Mathias de Saint- Jean, known as Jean Eon. Advisor to the maréchal de la Meille-

raye, governor of Brittany, who was related to Richelieu, Eon published his 

Commerce honorable, ou Considérations politiques in 1646. The book defi ned how 

commerce was important for the state, but described the French market as em-

barrassingly weak and presented ideas for its improvement. It blamed France’s 

lamentable situation on the “nonchalance” of Frenchmen and the “artifi ce” of 

foreigners and promoted the idea that commerce was an “honorable” and 

“useful art.” 49

Eon began by diff erentiating commerce’s public- minded supporters from its 

self- interested enemies. The author lauded Meilleraye and Richelieu for their 

accomplishments “for the public good.” He praised Richelieu for extending 

France’s frontiers, and for founding companies for commercial and naval expan-

sion. He criticized individuals who sabotaged the further development of French 

commerce. Such “declared enemies of the good of the state”  were “foreigners 

and their compatriots,” “the indiff erent and the self- interested,” “the critics and 

the ignorant,” and all who “by their diverse interests ruin [the public good].”50
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Commerce, Eon argued, was “an honorable art” that spread peace and pros-

perity. French subjects, however, neglected commerce. The French market lan-

guished, while foreign ones strengthened. France’s chief outlets, the ports of 

Marseille (specializing in trade with Italy and the Levant) and Normandy (fo-

cused on trade with Spain, Portugal, and Britain) generated mediocre profi ts. 

The Dutch and British overwhelmed Marseille’s Levantine market, while over-

powering French colonies in the West Indies and Canada. Sniffi  ng “on every 

side and discover[ing] the smell of profi t,” they out- earned France by 21,445,520 

to 16,701,466 livres. In short, Eon claimed, “there is no commerce [in France].”51

Eon attributed this crisis to internal and external factors. Domestically, the 

French continued to believe that commerce was “dishonorable.” Nobles shunned 

commerce as too base for their status. Members of the Third Estate preferred to 

procure venal offi  ces and discouraged their children from commerce. Parents 

sent their sons to collèges, where they “abandoned themselves to love” and led 

“idle lives useless to the public.”52 Foreigners, Eon wrote, took advantage of 

French inattention to trade and applied themselves vigilantly to commerce. Boys 

began careers in trade at a young age, helping distribute merchandise, exchang-

ing money in bureaux de change, conducting business in the markets, and mas-

tering languages.53

Eon described foreign merchants and workers as enemies who disguised 

themselves as allies, while plotting to destroy the French: “They say that they 

work to give us rest, and that they are exempting us from the dangers of the sea; 

they provide us with the riches of the Orient and the Occident by these and other 

arguments that are like the voice of the Siren; they know how to enchant us and 

charm our senses, they leave us in a disgraceful and damaging nonchalance to 

the detriment of commerce.” French administrators, Eon lamented, encouraged 

such foreign deception. “Free access” allowed foreigners “excessive liberty.” 

Consequently, they “become arbiters and dispensers of the value of our goods, 

and reduce us to shameful servitude.”54

Eon accepted that the French Crown could neither categorically exclude for-

eigners nor continue its open- door policy. As a civilized nation, Eon argued, 

France had a responsibility to extend compassion to less- fortunate foreigners. 

France moreover relied on foreigners to populate emptied cities. This method, 

Eon commented, had historically met much success; Romulus had built Rome, 

Theseus had expanded Athens, King Richard had strengthened London, and 

François I Normandy with foreign workers. France needed guest- workers and 

immigrants; they “bring us the things we lack, provided we reciprocate by giving 

them what they need.”55
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Ideally, Eon wrote, universal laws would regulate the comings and goings of 

people. Merchants and migrants, regardless of their countries of provenance, 

would work toward “the common and universal good of man.” In reality, how-

ever, interests did not converge among people of diff erent origins. “The inten-

tion of the foreign négociant who lives in a country other than his own,” Eon 

insisted, “is never to enrich the host country or favor the indigenous inhabit-

ants.” Foreigners could never align their interests with the public good of France 

because they retained too many contacts with their homelands. It followed from 

natural laws that “the foreign merchant is more inclined toward the profi t and 

utility of those of his patrie than those of another country.”56 Foreign merchants 

sold more than they bought in France, foreign intermediaries profi ted from 

commissions and returned to their countries, others counterfeited money. Mar-

seille, Eon noted, suff ered most from such damaging activities.

Eon outlined three strategies to confront the foreign menace. First, the 

Crown could implement protectionist regulations prohibiting foreigners from 

buying property and acting as intermediaries and agents for other foreign mer-

chants.57 Second, the Crown could develop commercial companies and a mer-

chant marine. Finally, the Crown could promote the view that commerce was 

an “honorable and useful art.” State- sponsored education would help recruit 

French merchants. Commerce, Eon said, was profi table for public and par tic u lar 

welfare. It guaranteed as much adventure and danger as did war, so there was 

no reason for the nobility to shun it. The commoner, meanwhile, could improve 

his means of subsistence. Authors from André de Colonie to Jacques Savary, 

who likewise labeled commerce “noble,” “virtuous,” and “honorable,” would echo 

Eon’s arguments.

Eon’s Commerce honorable off ered a range of ideas that administrators, from 

controllers- general to échevins, could adopt to forge policies on immigration and 

naturalization. Colbert would employ Eon’s protectionist approach while dis-

carding his pessimistic notion that foreigners could not care for the French 

good. Marseille’s administrators would accept exclusionary rules imposed mu-

nicipally, while rejecting centralized regulations. The dilemma for royal and 

Marseillais elites was deciding if foreigners and immigrants— particularly from 

the Levant— could align their interests with France’s public good.
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the king’s adopted children: 
naturalization in old regime france

What  were the procedures for naturalization in seventeenth- century France? 

Unlike modern pro cesses, those by which early modern aliens became French-

men  were not contingent upon cultural, religious, or po liti cal assimilation, but 

only on the exercise of the king’s sovereign will. The alien was not required to 

adopt Catholicism or speak French. As Peter Sahlins has shown, the Crown mo-

bilized two meta phors to understand naturalization: that of a legal contract, and 

that of adoption. Royal theorists saw naturalization as a contract between the 

alien and the king, and emphasized bureaucratic protocol in pro cessing natural-

ization requests. They also understood naturalization as a pro cess of adoption. 

A potentially inclusive meta phor, the idea of the king as father to his children 

blurred the distinction between natural and unnatural subjects.58

The early modern immigrant only needed to “express desire to live and die in 

the kingdom” to become naturalized. Foreigners requesting letters of natural-

ization  were rarely refused. Tremendously high costs, however, restricted natu-

ralization to wealthy aliens of considerable social stature. While the Crown saw 

naturalization as the king’s free gift to the alien, the pro cess of receiving a natu-

ralization letter signed, registered, and sealed by the Chambre des comptes was 

expensive. Sahlins writes that the sum levied on the seals of the letter itself 

climbed from 74 livres 9 sols in 1674 to 106 livres in 1704. It was expected that the 

recipient would off er a compulsory “gift” to the Chambre des comptes and the 

Chambre du domaine et du tresor; these funds  were earmarked as “donations” 

for hospitals and churches. By the mid eigh teenth century, the cost of natural-

ization could total six hundred livres, amounting to two years of earnings for an 

artisan, or ten seasons of earnings for a laborer. At the end of the seventeenth 

century, less than a tenth of registered immigrants listed in French tax rec ords 

 were naturalized. Still, around fi fty immigrants naturalized annually from the 

sixteenth century to the end of the Old Regime. Artisans and retail merchants 

numbered among them. While aliens from territories bordering France num-

bered highest, Provence became the most pop u lar destination for aliens from 

the Ottoman Empire. A quarter of registered Ottoman immigrants to France, 

most of them merchants, settled in Provence.59

Why become a Frenchmen as opposed to residing in the kingdom as a resi-

dent alien? The myth of the good father who dispensed gifts to aliens was con-

tradicted by the reality of a king who legally restricted aliens from several privi-

leges. Aliens  were excluded from participation in municipal politics and barred 
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from holding public or religious offi  ces. They could not participate in certain 

professions. Furthermore, the alien was saddled with the droit d’aubaine. Upon 

the death of an alien resident, the king claimed his property; the alien’s heirs 

could not inherit the parents’ assets. The legal inability of the alien to pass on 

his wealth stemmed from a tradition that the French monarchy adopted during 

the thirteenth century: as kings secured control over feudal seigneurs, they 

usurped the seigneur’s ability to claim the possessions of aliens who died on his 

property.60 Over the early modern period, the Crown expanded the droit d’aubaine 

to further limit the aliens’ activities. Suspecting aliens of leaking money out of 

France, it prohibited them from banking and money- exchanging professions 

(Louis XIV reactivated this prohibition with the Code Marchand of 1673). Natu-

ralization did not, however, guarantee complete protection from the droit 

d’aubaine. A naturalization tax of 1697 declared all former naturalizations null 

and void and imposed a tax on registered foreigners and descendants of immi-

grants who had arrived in France after 1600. In dire need of money to fi nance 

his wars, Louis XIV disowned his “adopted children” and ordered them to pay 

a tax to be readopted as Frenchmen.61

The droit d’aubaine and the naturalization tax of 1697 might suggest that 

Louis XIV fostered an unfavorable environment for immigrants and naturalized 

subjects. The Sun King embraced two contradictory policies during his reign, 

however. On one hand, the expansion of the droit d’aubaine placed fi nancial bur-

dens on aliens and naturalized subjects; alien merchants bore the brunt of these 

taxes. On the other hand, the Crown implemented pro- immigration policies that 

exempted aliens and naturalized Frenchmen from such burdens. Alien négo-

ciants and maritime merchants took advantage of the Crown’s invitations to be-

come naturalized; Colbert’s Edict of 1669 was an example of such a policy taking 

eff ect in Marseille. Ultimately, in 1715, the Crown collectively exempted all alien 

maritime merchants from the droit d’aubaine. As the following discussions dem-

onstrate, such inconsistencies  were a product of the Crown’s shifting commer-

cial, po liti cal, and religious interests, as well as of the fl uctuating perceptions 

of the alien’s ability to contribute to French commerce and the public good.

othering marseille: a short history 
of migration before colbert

Marseille was a destination for foreign merchants much before Colbert issued 

his edict of 1669. The port founded by Phocaean mariners established over-

seas commerce from ancient times, and its merchants participated in Levantine 
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commerce from the Middle Ages. Marseillais administrators consistently faced 

the problem of balancing their city’s de pen den cy on foreigners and foreign 

trade, with the need to guard their own merchants, interests, and civic identity. 

Marseillais administrators juggled many concerns: demographically maintain-

ing a favorable ratio of local to transplanted residents; preserving a Catholic civic 

identity in the presence of Muslim, Protestant, Armenian Orthodox, and Jewish 

merchants and migrants; withstanding the double pressures of French central-

ization and foreign diversifi cation. Shutting its doors to outsiders was as illogical 

as leaving its port entirely open; as the historian Pierre Echinard has character-

ized it, “the Mediterranean world was, for [Marseille], at once a source of profi ts 

and of dangers.”62 Marseillais elites therefore permitted and prohibited certain 

categories of foreigners, depending on the fi nancial, cultural, and po liti cal strains 

on the city.

Marseille attracted people from Provence, the Alps, and Lyon from within 

France, and Corsica, Genoa, and the Piedmont from without.63 By 1485, King 

Charles VIII noted in the Etats de Provence that “every day, many merchants and 

peoples from foreign nations and countries come and go, from the Italian states, 

Lombardy, Savoy, the Piedmont and other areas, as well as from the Levant.”64 

Short- distance migrations  were supplemented by increased numbers of people 

from Spain, the German states, Holland, and the Levant. Migrations  were wel-

comed after bouts of plague and depopulation. In the late fi fteenth century, 

Marseillais consuls protested the Royal Council of Provence’s decree to expel 

foreigners, complaining that “the city is almost entirely depopulated.”65

Marseillais policies  were inconsistent, however. The city’s leaders often dis-

couraged migration with the argument that it impoverished native citizens and 

drew money away from the city; “foreigners enrich themselves  here, they return 

to their cities, and others come to take their place.”66 City offi  cials directed such 

arguments most frequently at Levantine Armenians, who began arriving in the 

sixteenth century to trade in silk. By the seventeenth century, the municipality 

began introducing “draconian mea sures” to disrupt their activities.67 In 1621, the 

City Council forbade Marseillais ships to transport Armenians; the parlement 

de Provence forbade Armenian merchants to take French currency out of France.

Non- Catholic immigrants faced the greatest diffi  culty in Marseille, whether 

Protestant, Jew, Muslim, or Armenian Orthodox. Magdalene myths that claimed 

Provence as the fi rst landing point for Christians in France, in addition to the 

lengthy papal presence in nearby Avignon, and Marseille’s alliance with the 

Holy League during the Religious Wars, rendered Marseille’s Catholic heritage 

particularly potent. Consequently, the city remained hostile to religious others. 
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Marseillais authorities expelled Protestants in 1562. While Jews enjoyed relative 

peace in Provence under the Angevins, the province’s  union with France and the 

Jewish diaspora following their expulsion from Spain increased intolerance in 

Marseille. Muslims experienced similar repression. Their expulsion from Spain 

after 1492 led to the arrival of 275,000 Moors into Provence; the parlement re-

acted with its arrêt of 13 January 1611, evicting them from the territory. Marseil-

lais administrators’ positions regarding Muslims was particularly complicated 

by Barbary piracy; in one of the worst fl are- ups of anti- Islamic sentiment, Mar-

seillais inhabitants massacred forty Algerian diplomats in 1620 following the 

capture of a Marseillais ship.

Despite exclusionary regulations in Marseille, high- profi le naturalizations 

took place throughout the seventeenth century. The early seventeenth century 

saw three successful Corsicans— Sanson Napollon, Antoine- Marie Francisco, 

and Marco Francisco— become Marseillais citizens; the fi rst negotiated the 

city’s treaty with the dey of Algiers and the other two  were successful négociants. 

Jean- Baptiste Magy from Bologna, a négociant in the Levantine trade, was natu-

ralized in 1635, and became an échevin in 1676. His son became director of the 

Levant Company. Levantine négociants also naturalized and found administra-

tive positions in municipal governance. The Armenian Antoine Arméni be-

came a Marseillais citizen in 1625, while under less tolerant circumstances, Chain 

Chelebi and his son Jean  were naturalized in 1694.68

All told, despite the infl ux of foreigners in the pre- Colbertist era, Marseille 

remained a small town until the mid seventeenth century. Figures from the 

thirteenth through sixteenth centuries show the population remaining fi xed 

between 15,000 and 20,000; it  rose to 30,000 by 1550 and 50,000 by 1650.69 After 

Colbert’s rise to power, the city’s population suddenly soared; by 1720, Marseille 

was a bustling metropolis of 100,000. An untold number among them  were of 

foreign origin.

armenians, jews, and protestants in marseille: 
colbert, immigrants, and the public good

Colbert’s 1669 edict was an open invitation to immigrants. Its stipulation that 

silks from Italy, Levant, Africa, and countries ruled by the Turkish sultan or the 

shah of Persia could enter France only through Marseille or Rouen encouraged 

Ottoman traders to use the southern port. Moreover, it specifi ed that any non- 

French foreigner could become a naturalized Frenchman and a bourgeois of the 

city if he worked in Marseille and married a Marseillaise; if he bought and lived 
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in a  house “within the walls of the new agrandissement” worth more than 10,000 

livres for three years, or bought and lived in a  house worth 5000 to 10,000 livres 

for fi ve years; or if he spent twelve consecutive years in Marseille to “do com-

merce,” without acquiring a  house. Naturalization, obtained through certifi cates 

signed by Marseille’s viguier and échevins, rendered the applicant “a participant 

in all civic laws, privileges and exemptions.”70

The edict of 1669 visually transformed Marseille. By the eigh teenth century, 

the city acquired the look celebrated in Joseph Vernet’s tableaus of the Vieux 

Port. As engravings show, merchants, sailors, women, and slaves from diff erent 

countries all frequented the port. Sketches of Marseille depict men in tunics and 

turbans negotiating with French merchants, while Levantine women in veils 

and furs lounge on traveling trunks on the quays.71 Meanwhile, the city also 

witnessed the arrival of a less glamorous crowd. Colbert transferred the royal 

galleys from Toulon to Marseille and ordered the construction of an arsenal at 

the port in 1660. Subsequently, galley slaves, or forçats— French convicts, Prot-

estants, and Turks— arrived in the city from Paris, Rennes, and Bordeaux 

through Marseille’s main gates, the Porte d’Aix, and  were  housed at the Hôpital 

des forçats. The port population tripled. Historians have determined that over 

three thousand criminals— conspicuous in their red bonnets and shaved 

heads— appeared on the port daily, commuting to work along the quays.72 While 

these chain gangs disappeared under the galleys when they took to sea, they 

worked at the port when the vessels anchored in the city for weeks at a time. By 

1700, close to a hundred master craftsmen employed forçats for cheap labor; es-

timates from 1703 show that a third of the galley slaves  were able to bribe offi  cers 

to extend their stays at port. The historian Ina Baghdianz McCabe goes as far 

as to characterize late seventeenth- century Marseille as a Turkish town during 

the winter season.73

Levantines—Armenians and Jews in particular— and Protestants benefi ted 

most from Colbert’s edict. The controller- general’s welcome to Levantine mer-

chants was reminiscent of open- door policies toward Armenians initiated by 

Cardinal Richelieu, who in June 1636 had overridden municipal decisions 

made by the consuls and Chamber of Commerce and permitted “Armenian 

merchants to come at liberty from their countries to ports and cities in 

Provence and others in the kingdom with what ever quantity of silk and other 

merchandise.”74

Following Colbert’s edict, Armenians and Jews—négociants, retail mer-

chants, and priests among them— again began arriving in Marseille, where they 

formed a colony, comparable to the populous Italian one, of over 400 people. 
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Many of them  were “already Eu ro pe anized.”75 Such developments delighted Col-

bert. In 1671, he wrote the président de parlement in Aix, Oppède, that “it is a great 

advantage for us . . .  that the merchants have abandoned Leghorn [Livorno] and 

that the Armenians have brought silks to Marseille.” He guaranteed Armenians 

protection “from all the chicanery of the city’s [administrators].”76 Through 

similar protection, an Armenian founded Marseille’s fi rst café— the fi rst in 

France— in 1672. The same year, encouraged by Colbert, Armenians founded 

the city’s fi rst Armenian publishing  house in the city.77

A number of Marseille’s citizens reacted negatively to the infl ux of Arme-

nians and Jews. An anonymous writer wrote a memoir on behalf of the “public 

benefi t” to the échevins describing how Jews ruined Marseillais commerce and 

the mores of the citizens. They participated in usury, traded in counterfeit cur-

rency, and “made purchases at prices infi nitely ruinous to sellers and extremely 

advantageous to themselves.” Jews ruined virtuous Marseillais women by tempt-

ing them with fi nery. They corrupted inexperienced Marseillais merchants, 

buying merchandise from them at prices 60 percent below their value. They 

traded real estate at unfair prices. The overwhelming Jewish presence— 

evidenced by their homes, real estate, and synagogues—“Judaifi ed” young Mar-

seillais to the “disgrace of our Holy Religion.”78 He called for their expulsion.

Colbert rejected such arguments against Armenian and Jewish immigration. 

He criticized the city’s citizens for their lack of interest in the public good; the 

Marseillais, he charged, “do not care about commercial expansion, but only that 

commerce remains in their hands and on their terms.” Marseillais self- interest 

threatened to spread a “bad reputation through all of Eu rope,” he warned. “There 

is nothing more advantageous for the general good of commerce than to 

 augment the number of those who can do it; and in this regards, that which is 

not advantageous for the par tic u lar inhabitants of Marseille is for the general 

strength of the kingdom,” Colbert insisted. Since “for religious reasons aside, we 

have never forbidden Jews from trading,” he decreed that “it is not necessary to 

listen to the propositions [the Marseillais] have made against these Jews.”79

In Colbert’s view, Jews and Armenians benefi ted the public good more than 

the Marseillais, whose interests, he believed, contradicted the Crown’s. For 

Colbert, race, ethnicity, color, or religion  were not grounds for exclusion.

The Crown, however, ultimately reneged on its patronage of Ottoman Jews 

and Armenians. By the 1680s, the po liti cal and commercial situation in Mar-

seille and France had changed dramatically. Louis XIV’s Revocation of the Edict 

of Nantes (1685), proclaiming France’s policy of religious intolerance, had disas-

trous consequences for foreign implants in Marseille and the kingdom.



100 b e t w e e n  c r o w n  a n d  c o m m e r c e

The earliest traces of the Crown’s intolerance taking eff ect on Jews in Mar-

seille emerge from Colbert’s writings to intendants in Aix in 1681. He wrote to 

Thomas Morant, asking him to inform him of the number of Jews in Marseille; 

“as the king no longer allows them in the country . . .  you will examine secretly, 

if the people are useful or not in Marseille.” Colbert ordered the expulsion of the 

Jews if they  were proved useless to the French public good; the private interests 

of the Marseillais, however,  were not to factor into royal decisions. “Commercial 

jealousy always leads merchants to advise you to expel them,” he warned. He 

ordered his intendant to disregard “par tic u lar interests” and objectively analyze 

“whether they are advantageous for the state, what these advantages are, and if 

the same commerce cannot be supplied by Frenchmen, in which case, they will 

be expelled.”80

Marseillais administrators’ local initiatives to expel the Jews gained force 

once the Crown initiated these eff orts to limit Jewish commerce in France. Mar-

seille’s Chamber of Commerce had opened a dossier against the Jews as soon as 

they began arriving from Leghorn in 1670. Since then, the chamber had unsuc-

cessfully tried to curtail the “Israelite community” of Joseph Villeréal and his 

brother- in- law, Abraham Attias, elite merchants with contacts in the Levant, 

Barbary, and Leghorn. For over a de cade, the chamber accused them of usury 

and corrupt practices. Memoirs asserted that the Jews harmed the “glory of 

God” and commerce by ruining Marseille fi nancially and morally. The chamber 

alleged that in a large city like Marseille, the poverty of a large number of inhab-

itants provided the Jews the right environment for “corrupting mores” and exer-

cising their lawless infl uence.81

The chamber cooperated with the royal intendant to show Colbert that Jews 

posed a threat to France. It presented a memoir steeped in the language of public 

good detailing a conspiracy among the Jews of Algeria, Leghorn, and Marseille. 

Jews threatened the state, it claimed; they consorted with Barbary pirates and 

profi ted from the sale of French prisoners. In a letter to Colbert’s son Jean- 

Baptiste, marquis de Seignelay, a chevalier de Beaujon claimed that “the Jews of 

Marseille had caused the last war between the French and the Algerians.” Jews 

tipped off  Algerian pirates as to the whereabouts of French ships, and the pirates 

sold their French captives to the Jews.

In 1682, the king expelled Marseille’s Jews for illegally operating a synagogue 

out of Villeréal’s home, and for conspiring with Barbary pirates.82 The battle 

against the Jews, however, continued when the parlement de Provence in Aix 

came to Villeréal’s aid. It decided that the Jewish plaintiff s who requested par-

lement’s aid  were “advantageous to Marseillais commerce.” The profi ts Villeréal 
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accumulated in Marseille over the years had contributed over 16,000 livres to the 

king’s coff ers. Marseillais merchants, parlement contended,  were “jealous of the 

[Jews’] négoce”; their expulsion, they ruled, was “contrary to His Majesty’s jus-

tice.”83 Parlement allowed the Jews to reenter Marseille. The Chamber of Com-

merce protested, claiming that the parlement had violated the royal ordinance.84 

This struggle between Marseillais administrators and the parlement continued 

into the eigh teenth century, and numerous parlementary arrêts allowed Jewish 

merchants to reestablish themselves in Provence. The Crown issued an ultima-

tum in 1710 decreeing that “the king annuls the arrêts rendered in the Chambre 

des vacations du parlement de Provence and prohibits parlement from rendering 

such arrêts in the future.”85

The participation of Jews in French commerce led to heated debates among 

diff erent sources of local and state power: Versailles, Marseille’s Chamber of 

Commerce, and the parlement de Provence. More than a question of religious 

intolerance, the Jewish issue became a po liti cal matter that saw agents of local 

power competing to assert infl uence vis-à- vis the Crown and one another. Given 

the parlement’s history of intolerance, it is unlikely that its decisions on behalf 

of the Jews  were prompted by a sudden dose of tolerance. Rather, parlement 

perhaps recognized an opportunity; arrêts against the Crown’s ordinances  were 

po liti cal strategies that undercut Versailles’ growing interference in local gover-

nance, as it was a way to remind the Marseille Chamber of Commerce of its 

subordinate status vis-à- vis the parlementary court. Meanwhile, the alliance be-

tween Marseille’s chamber and Versailles over the Jewish question suggests 

how a locality that traditionally opposed centralizing initiatives found its inter-

ests furthered by collaboration. What ever their levels of tolerance or intolerance, 

these administrators used the Jews as pawns to further their po liti cal and 

 commercial interests.

Following Colbert’s death, the Crown and local administrators developed ex-

clusionary policies toward Armenians as well. Controller- General Pontchartrain 

initially continued his pre de ces sor’s early policies of inclusion by enrolling sev-

eral young Armenians in French royal collèges, but by 1687, Seignelay prohibited 

Armenians’ silk trade in France.86 He determined that sales of ardasses—cheaper 

and allegedly inferior Armenian silks sold in Marseille as French silk—“entirely 

ruined” French manufacturers. He ordered the confi scation of ardasses; ships 

found carry ing them  were fi ned 3,000 livres.

Marseille’s Armenian colony disintegrated following Seignelay’s decree. 

Those who stayed or returned to Marseille faced detainment and harassment; 

their goods  were often confi scated.87 When Armenians like Oandjy and Ibraham 
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Barsan disembarked in Marseille on their way from Alexandria to Spain in 1716, 

the Chamber of Commerce and royal intendant confi scated their goods, accus-

ing them of illegally selling silk.88 In 1720, two Armenians from Smyrna, Abro 

and Serpuis Georgi, requested permission to trade in Marseille. They hoped that 

their credentials would protect them from exclusionary policies; they had served 

as honorary interpreters for the French nation in Smyrna, and their father had 

been awarded the king’s protection by the French ambassador in Constantino-

ple. Versailles initially began the pro cess of providing them with letters of pro-

tection, motivated by the desire to prevent the French consul in Smyrna from 

facing “any incon ve niences.” Ultimately, however, the Crown agreed with the 

Chamber of Commerce’s “just refl ections” to reject their petitions. The Crown 

had to balance exclusionary policies toward foreigners in France with its respon-

sibility to stabilize favorable conditions for French expatriates abroad. In this 

sense, Versailles was prone to act inconsistently toward foreigners in France, 

granting allowances when it estimated that leniency toward foreigners at home 

might ease tense Franco- Turkish situations abroad. The city’s Chamber of Com-

merce, however, remained consistent in its exclusionary tendencies.

Diffi  culties for all foreign nationals escalated under Michel Chamillart’s ten-

ure as fi nance minister (1699– 1708); in 1697, he promulgated the naturalization 

tax, and in 1704, he attempted to extend it to all naturalized Frenchmen.89 Natu-

ralizations and migrations dropped in Marseille. The Crown also began clamp-

ing down on absentee naturalized subjects. Versailles revoked letters of natu-

ralization from foreigners who retained homes abroad or failed to establish 

residence in France.90 It restricted naturalized subjects’ participation in certain 

professions. Royal ordinances in 1681, 1689, and 1725 called for naturalized sub-

jects to present naturalization certifi cates to échevins, complete two three- month 

apprenticeships, serve on a ship belonging to His Majesty, and serve a mini-

mum of fi ve years on a French merchant ship before they could become captains 

or pi lots.91

Despite these exclusionary regulations, the Crown and Marseille Chamber 

of Commerce consistently welcomed one category of alien trader: expatriate ren-

egades who had “gone Turk” but  were willing to reconvert to Catholicism and 

trade in France. Alphonse de Fortia de Pilles, the royal governor of Marseille, 

wrote to the échevins in 1687 describing how renegades from Tunis had arrived 

in Marseille, wanting to reembrace Catholicism. The captain and lieutenant of 

the Tunisian ship, Pierre Terragon (become Ali Raix) and Jean Guedon (become 

Ramadan)  were originally Majorcan and Marseillais, respectively. Likewise, two 

Greek renegades on the same vessel, Dmitri (become Ali) and George (become 
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Mahemet) expressed a desire to reconvert to Catholicism, while a Moor, Maha-

met, expressed an interest in becoming Catholic. The governor responded favor-

ably and noted that treating such renegades tolerantly was a great advantage to 

the state. France, he insisted, should welcome them before rival countries took 

them in and benefi ted from their commerce.92

The cases of the Jewish Villeréal community and the Tunisian renegades 

demonstrate that the politics of exclusion and inclusion was a complicated 

matter that required a balancing act between power and authority, commercial 

interests, and religious diff erence. French authorities, whether Crown, controller- 

general, governor, or parlement, might choose to ignore or allow religious diff er-

ence if they prioritized the commercial benefi ts of inclusion. Likewise, rene-

gades like Ali Raix and Ramadan might weigh their religious convictions against 

their fi nancial interests and fi nd conversion a useful strategy to maximize their 

commercial privileges at diff erent ports of call. Ultimately, it seems that ampli-

fi ed offi  cial religious intolerance did not completely limit personal agency; Jews 

could fi nd advocates in the parlement, renegades could persuade governors to 

open city doors, and Chambers of Commerce and parlementary bodies could 

resist or accommodate Versailles’ will on their own terms.

The Crown was less pragmatic, however, in its decisions concerning Protes-

tant merchants in Marseille following the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes. It 

discontinued its policy of allowing “the liberty of commerce” and restricted 

would- be Protestant expatriates from trading overseas. Traditionally, the Crown’s 

“liberty of commerce” allowed Frenchmen to trade without passports in neigh-

boring states that had signed peace treaties with France. Following the Revoca-

tion, the Crown decreed (October 1685; 26 April and 7 May 1686; 12 October 

1687; 11 February, 13 September and 5 December 1699) that “newly converted” 

Catholics could not leave France. A royal ordinance from 1711 limited “freedom 

to commerce” to Catholics; it prohibited Huguenots from misinterpreting “the 

liberty of commerce” to establish their families in Protestant nations. Such 

“abuses,” it defi ned, amounted to “criminal disobedience.”93

French Protestants  were treated more severely than alien ones. The king’s 

goal of “one king, one law, one faith” applied to fostering unity among French 

subjects; he was less interested in seeing foreigners subscribe to the same rule. 

He guaranteed freedom of religion to foreign Protestants as long as they did not 

naturalize. Seignelay wrote in 1685 that “for the advantage of commerce in Mar-

seille, [the Crown] leaves the British, Dutch, and Swiss entirely free in their reli-

gion; but in regards to those who have taken letters of naturalization, His Maj-

esty desires that they be regarded as his subjects, therefore they must be of the 
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same religion and conform to the will of His Highness.”94 Foreign Protestants 

could live in France. Frenchmen, however, could not be Protestant. In 1680, 

Colbert wrote to the intendant of the galleys at Marseille, informing him that the 

king had “resolved to remove from his galleys all those [offi  cers] who are of the 

religion prétendue réformée, and would like to be informed whether there are any 

Huguenots among the offi  cers who serve at port.” He instructed the intendant 

to “pleasantly inform the offi  cers of this religion” that if they “continued in their 

errors,” the king would discontinue “his ser vice toward them.”95

The Revocation was disastrous for the kingdom. Rather than generating 

mass conversions of Protestants to Catholicism, it prompted the Huguenot 

exodus to Great Britain, Switzerland, the Dutch republic, and the New World, 

and deprived the kingdom of a great portion of its merchant population.

the effects of colbertism: policies 
of inclusion and exclusion

Louis XIV’s controllers- general issued inconsistent regulations regarding for-

eigners and those of diff erent religious orientations. Following the edict of 1669, 

Colbert saw foreigners and religious others as benefi cial to France’s general wel-

fare. Contrasting recalcitrant Marseillais citizens who protested his immigra-

tion policies with the Jews, Armenians, and Protestants who benefi ted French 

commerce, Colbert called the Marseillais merchants bad subjects. However, 

given the king’s growing desire for religious unity, the Crown mobilized the 

concept of public good to expel immigrants from Marseille and France. The 

ser vices of immigrants  were no longer seen as suiting the public good.

Initially, the idea of a free port fi lled with French subjects, adopted subjects 

from the Ottoman Empire, Armenians, Jews, and Protestants did not bother Col-

bert as long as he focused on the commercial benefi ts they generated. The over-

whelming demographic diversifi cation, however, disrupted the Crown’s desire 

to establish administrative transparency and uniformity across the kingdom. 

While international commerce provided unpre ce dented opportunities for the 

Crown, local administrators, and merchants to fi ll their respective pockets and 

increase their po liti cal powers, it generated a profound sense of insecurity at all 

levels. Competition from foreign merchants put pressure on Marseille’s status as 

a French port. Religious and cultural diversity obscured the city’s native Catho-

lic identity as much as it did the Crown’s plans to construct a distinctively French 

one, defi ned by one king, one law, and one faith. Fears of Barbary piracy, Turkish 

expansion, foreign economic competition, and disease exhausted favorable 
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evaluations of others and otherness and ended the openness that the Crown 

initially extended to foreign arrivals.

This book began with the observation that early modern French elites spoke 

of commerce in many ways. The new commercial civic spirit was founded on 

several claims: that commerce was benefi cial to the state, and that merchants 

and elite négociants  were honorable, virtuous subjects and citizens. These claims 

emerged out of new ways of applying statist concepts of utility and classical re-

publican notions of participatory citizenship to the market. They helped jump- 

start commercial expansion during the reign of Louis XIV. But when the Crown 

extended opportunities for commercial engagement to aliens and immigrants, 

it met with local re sis tance. Seeing their commercial activities threatened by 

foreign competition, watching their neighborhoods opened to non- European 

populations, fearing their Catholic religion jeopardized by Islamic, Jewish, and 

Protestant “corruption,” Marseille’s merchants and citizens protested the demo-

graphic changes generated by Colbert. Ultimately, the Crown too, shared these 

local anxieties.

Commercial civic spirit, therefore, spawned both inclusive and exclusion-

ary policies during Louis XIV’s reign. The Crown extended to all merchants— 

French and foreign, noble and common— the opportunity to participate in 

French commerce. Intellectuals and travelers who described the cultural, his-

toric and geographic similarities between France and other Mediterranean 

countries encouraged French traders to seek their fortunes and strengthen the 

state through the Levantine trade. But when “the foreign” made inroads into 

France, exclusionary arguments resurfaced and derogatory notions of com-

merce and “the foreign” reemerged. Ottomans  were untrustworthy. Jews  were 

usurers. Armenians  were deceptive. Merchants  were self- interested. Commerce 

was dangerous.

Such arguments would peak in 1720, when city and state administrators’ 

worst fears  were realized. The plague— the ultimate symbol of “Oriental” 

decadence— arrived on the Grand Saint-Antoine, a Marseillais merchant ship 

from the Levant, wiped out half of the city’s population, and took tens of 

 thousands of lives in Provence. With plague threatening to spread to the French 

heartland, evaluations of foreign commerce soured. Meanwhile, the city was 

thrown into civic crisis as administrators and leading citizens found them-

selves torn between accepting and rejecting commerce, their commercial links 

with the Levant, and their dependence on the French Crown. What happened 

to commercial civic spirit in this context? To this catastrophe, the following 

chapters turn.



c h a p t e r  f o u r

Most early modern Eu ro pe ans would have concurred with the physician Jérôme- 

Jean Pestalozzi that “Oriental plague” was the sum of everything “most contrary 

to life.”1 During his tour of the Levant, the Aixois botanist Joseph de Tournefort 

noted how frequently plague ravaged the Ottoman Empire and that the Turks 

refused to implement preventative mea sures. Ignorance and fatalism doomed 

the population to death. “Aside from fi re, the plague and the leventis [undisci-

plined soldiery] are the two main scourges in Constantinople,” he observed; the 

Turks tranquilly watched “up to fi ve or six hundred people die daily of this cruel 

malady, without taking any mea sures to avoid or combat it.” The Turks spread 

disease by continuing to trade during an epidemic: “the goods and merchandise 

of the plague- ridden are sold as easily as those people who have been murdered 

or have died in old age.”2

Tournefort’s descriptions of the connections between Islam, Turkish despo-

tism, and disease  were hardly original. Abbé Martin Gaudereau described how 

the “Orientals” rejected precautions against disease under “the tyranny of Ma-

hometisme.” “While the Christian Religion fl ourished in Armenia, Asia Minor, 

Mesopotamia and Syria,” he wrote, “these Provinces surrendered to the purity 

of the air.” They transformed, however, into lands “overshadowed by death . . .  

that devoured its own inhabitants” under the “force” and “ignorance” of the 

Turks.3 By the eigh teenth century, Eu ro pe an writers agreed that “all plagues that 

have appeared in Eu rope have been transmitted by communication with the 

Saracens, the Arabs, the Moors and the Turks, and that plagues do not have our 

homes as a source.” 4 They understood that merchants, soldiers, travelers, and 
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their goods brought the “Oriental plague” to Eu rope. Plague— along with the 

sultan’s janissaries, eunuchs, and harem— became symbolic of “Oriental” de-

cadence. Eu ro pe an accounts encoded plague within a matrix that equated cor-

rupt states and societies with corrupt bodies.

Beyond expressing anxieties that the Ottomans would destroy French com-

merce by conspiring with pirates or trading inferior silks, French administrators 

remained particularly wary of the threat of plague they associated with the Turk-

ish Empire. “Plague covers Turkey, and appears frequently in cities, following 

commerce and communication,” the French physician G.- A. Olivier commented 

at the end of the eigh teenth century. “It is always present in Constantinople be-

cause it is the city that communicates most with the rest of the Empire.” Turkish 

ships carried plague to Alexandria, Asia Minor, and Eu rope.5 Worried that inter-

national trade amplifi ed the risk of outbreaks of this dreaded disease in France, 

physicians and administrators kept a ner vous eye on merchants and merchan-

dise from the eastern Mediterranean.

Plague was by no means the sole large- scale catastrophe that concerned early 

modern Eu ro pe ans. As Stephen Tobriner has discussed, the “specter of earth-

quakes loomed large in the Enlightenment consciousness” as seismic activity un-

der Lisbon, Sicily, and other parts of the Mediterranean killed over 130,000 people 

between 1693 and 1783.6 Devastation caused by hurricanes found expression in 

various literature, from William Shakespeare’s The Tempest to Daniel Defoe’s The 

Storm.7 Meanwhile, cold winters, bad harvests, and parasites in Eu rope and its 

colonies triggered famines. In early modern imaginary, these calamities traced to 

the same source; following ancient Hippocratic medicine, experts and lay popula-

tions believed that bad air, or miasma, “precipitated a radical imbalance between 

inner and outer states of being in humans and other life forms, from animals to 

seeds of grain.”8 However, it was only plague that they understood in relation to 

commerce and the Ottoman Empire: plague was an “Oriental” disease, it spread 

as a result of commerce, and it disrupted Eu ro pe an commerce.

What medical knowledge did French experts generate to protect the kingdom 

from the ultimate “Asiatic” disease? What initiatives did the Crown and local 

administrators develop to safeguard commercial centers from catastrophic epi-

demics? This chapter argues that seventeenth- and eighteenth- century knowl-

edge of plague was as inconsistent as French Orientalist discussions of the Ot-

toman Empire. On one hand, plague treatises, dictionary articles, and medical 

pamphlets exaggerated its terrible characteristics. They insisted that a plague- 

stricken city was the apocalyptic inverse of a properly functioning community. 

As Daniel Gordon and Colin Jones have shown, early modern writers used 
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meta phors that depicted plague as religious, po liti cal, and social derangement.9 

They adopted Hippocratic theories to argue that plague resulted from distur-

bances of equilibrium and order in the human body and the environment. Such 

ancient interpretations jibed with early modern Orientalist visions of the Turks. 

French ste reo types of the Ottomans— political tyranny, sexual depravity, religious 

fanat i cism, medical catastrophe— could be legitimated if medically rationalized 

as products of humoral derangement. The same writers who stressed plague’s 

dystopic qualities and followed ancient medical formulas, however, adopted new 

interpretations of disease by claiming that plague was not so dreadful if examined 

rationally. They insisted that empirical science would counterbalance the 

plague’s disruptive eff ects on body and society. Early eighteenth- century scien-

tists and doctors— notable among them, Jérôme-Jean Pestalozzi and François 

Chicoyneau— understood disease as a product of irrationality, and advocated the 

use of reason to restore humoral equilibrium. The late early modern period saw 

old and new “science” combining; empiricism and “reason”  were not diametrically 

opposed to Hippocratic interpretations of plague.

As with doctors, French administrators combined Eurocentric Orientalist 

sensibilities, knowledge of Hippocratic science, and emergent rationalist ap-

proaches to prevent and contain disease. Convinced that plague spread through 

the foreign levain pestilentiel that corrupted air, royal and local administrators in 

Marseille and other ports strengthened plague prevention programs by reform-

ing two existing institutions, the lazaretto, or quarantine hospital, and bureaux 

de la santé, which established regulations for travelers from the Levant. Mean-

while, the monarchy increasingly interfered in administering these institutions; 

upon opening Marseille to duty- free Levantine commerce, the Crown central-

ized both institutions, placing local health management under royal control and 

patronage. Led by Colbert, the monarchy imagined that it would protect the city 

and state from medical danger through royal regulation and streamlined ad-

ministration. Civic leaders— the échevins and intendants de la santé— resisted, 

convinced that quarantine hospitals and bureaux in Marseille  were civic institu-

tions that required autonomy.

Like the “science” it was founded upon, plague prevention was thus a combi-

nation of old and new. It built on civic institutions that predated French com-

mercial expansion. At the same time, an emergent power— a bureaucratized 

state— struggled to wrest away authority from local health intendants, who con-

tinued to believe that health in a municipality was a civic issue. Seeing commer-

cial expansion and the developments that threatened it— pirates, foreign compe-

tition, and plague— as state, rather than local concerns, the monarchy sought to 
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adopt local systems of administration under its patronage, asserting that it alone 

could assure the health of the public. Ultimately, however, the bureaucratic 

machine failed in 1720.

understanding plague in early modern france

What was plague? The plague’s causes  were not discovered until 1894, when 

Alexandre Yersin located a bacillus, later named Yersinia pestis, on dead rats and 

human plague victims. In 1898, scientists decoded the relationship between 

Yersinia pestis, fl eas, and rats: fl eas ingested bacilli from infected rats; they spread 

disease as they regurgitated bacilli on host bodies or defecated into the punc-

tures created by their bites.10 Until such epidemiological discoveries, medical 

experts only knew that plague was a terrible disease. Fever, chills, and delirium; 

the eruption of black carbuncles; the bubo, the large roselike infl ammation on 

the groin or armpit that secreted pus and blood; the bile spilling from the mouth 

and bowels; a “prompt death”11 after three days: these symptoms earned the 

disease its reputation as “the assemblage of all that is the most contrary to life,” 

in Jean Pestalozzi’s words.12

This disease that infl icted such violence on the body moved swiftly through 

Eu rope, Africa, and Asia. In Rennes in 1605, 20 percent of plague victims died 

within a day, 48 percent within two days, and 80 percent within fi ve.13 Between 

1703 and 1716, plague devastated Eu rope every year: it left 18,000 dead in Kraków 

in 1706; 25,000 in Danzig and 21,000 in Stockholm in 1710; 215,000 in Bran-

denburg in 1715. An outbreak in 1713 killed a third of Prague’s inhabitants and 

a tenth of Vienna’s.14 At its height in 1720, the plague claimed a thousand deaths 

a day in Marseille. Across the Mediterranean, in Constantinople alone, outbreaks 

claimed from 12 percent to 30 percent of the population. Similar numbers held 

true for Salonika, Smyrna, Alexandria, and Cairo into the nineteenth century.15 

During the eigh teenth century, Constantinople was ravaged by plague 64 years 

out of 100; Anatolia, 57 years; Syria, 49 years; and Egypt, 44 years.16

Southern France, and Provence in par tic u lar, suff ered numerous plague out-

breaks between the Black Death of 1347 and the Plague of 1720, the last epidemic 

in the kingdom. Daniel Panzac counts thirty epidemics between 1347 and 1450; 

forty- three between 1451 and 1550; and twenty- nine between 1551 and 1650. While 

the region only saw four epidemics between 1651 and 1750, the threat of plague 

remained high.17

Early modern Eu ro pe an observers turned to classical humoral theory to com-

prehend this violent disease. Introduced by the ancient Hippocratic school of 
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medicine, the humoral theory developed under Galen and Byzantine and Per-

sian physicians such as the renowned Avicenna (ca. 980– 1037), before it was 

reintroduced in translation to Eu ro pe an intellectuals in the Italian city- states 

and Islamic Al Andalus (Spain); Latin plague treatises on the Black Death drew 

on Arabic sources.18 Humoralists divided the world into four elements— fi re, 

water, air, and earth— corresponding to fl uids in the body. Each element was 

associated with colors, temperaments, seasons, smells, tastes, and age. Accord-

ing to humoralists, plague spread due to miasmas, or disequilibrium in the air. 

Corruptions in the air upset the relationship between elements and correspond-

ing humors inside the body. Following such Hippocratic teachings, early mod-

ern physicians maintained that the plague was bad air: “The plague being a very 

subtle vapor, it communicates itself easily from one to another subject,” Pierre- 

Jean Fabre, the king’s physician, wrote in 1652, “this vapor contains venom that 

is totally contrary to life, and it destroys it completely.” While healthy bodies 

contained “natural heat,” the plague was “a cold vapor deprived of all heat.”19

From classical Greece to early modern Eu rope, physicians across the Mediter-

ranean world assumed that “moderation” could counteract humoral corrup-

tions. Arabic modifi cations on Galen included six principles of moderation: air- 

intake, food and drink, work and rest, wakefulness and slumber, evacuation and 

retention, and emotion.20 During plague outbreaks, physicians restored equilib-

rium in three ways: bloodletting to reduce heat, excising boils to remove bile, 

and spreading clay over the skin to calm the humors. They relied on herbal and 

fruit concoctions for hydration. Above all, physicians stressed that good regimen 

and prudence could prevent and reverse bodily derangement, while, “the pas-

sions of the heart [and] movements of the spirit” could multiply disorder. Accord-

ing to one physician, such “passions” that stoked derangement included “move-

ments of temper, of love, of sadness.”21

Defi nitions of “moderation,” “derangement,” humoral balance, and disequi-

librium  were, however, open to interpretation. The Hippocratic vocabulary was 

highly elastic, allowing early modern writers to magnify the scope of plague by 

assigning various po liti cal, moral and social meanings to the term. Above all, 

early modern medical experts and administrators associated plague, the physi-

cal disease, with po liti cal derangement based on readings of classical plague 

texts written by chroniclers such as Thucydides, Procopius, and St. Cyprian that 

reinforced the relationship between medical, po liti cal, and moral catastrophes.

Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War was one of the primary accounts 

of plague in antiquity consulted by early moderns. Thucydides wrote how the 
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second year of the war saw “a pestilence of such extent and mortality [that] was 

nowhere remembered.” Plague for Thucydides symbolized the corruption of 

Athens and the destruction of the republic. Plague overwhelmed the physical 

body and stunned the sociopo liti cal body. The healthy abandoned their civic du-

ties. Citizens succumbed to fatalism at the prospect of imminent death, aban-

doning public duties and pursuing personal plea sure: “men not knowing what 

would become of themselves became utterly careless of everything whether 

sacred or profane.”22 The heroism of Pericles that ruled Athens disappeared. 

Egotism prevailed.

Borrowing such interpretations from Thucydides, early modern French and 

Provençal intellectuals perceived plague as the destroyer of po liti cal order, as 

dangerous as po liti cal usurpers, anarchy, and tyranny. The physician François 

Chicoyneau, son- in- law of the fi rst doctor to the Regent, used Thucydides’ plague 

as a template to understand all subsequent outbreaks in Eu rope. Plague epidem-

ics, “a malady as old as the world,” he observed, had followed the same pattern 

though two millennia. As in Athens, war, po liti cal chaos and plague always ap-

peared together.23 Plague disrupted citizenship; consuls fl ed, immorality reigned, 

and inhabitants succumbed to self- interest. Patriots and traitors appeared in 

such moments in striking contrast, as did order and disorder, virtue and vice, 

health and sickness. Specifi cally in early eighteenth- century Marseille, physi-

cians such as Jean- Baptiste Bertrand described how the city repeatedly suff ered 

the combined catastrophes of war and plague: the city’s oldest recorded plague 

devastated Massilia with Julius Caesar’s army in 49 BC, while subsequent 

 epidemics prompted po liti cal chaos, or vice versa. In 1580, he recounted, the epi-

demic spread as citizens and consuls fl ed the scene, while in 1630, po liti cal dis-

order brought plague to the city: “the divisions that reigned in the city led to the 

neglect of precautions that might have prevented [the plague].”24 Other early 

modern plague writers associated plague with moral disorder. In Histoire de 

la  Ville d’Aix, the physician Jean- Scholastique Pitton argued that while war 

and  po liti cal instability “attracted the anger of the Lord,”25 immorality also 

 generated plague. Epidemics, he claimed, began when “women of debauchery” 

spread disease.26

By the eigh teenth century, plague developed into a multilayered term involv-

ing physical, moral, and po liti cal imbalance. The article for peste in the fi rst 

edition of the Dictionnaire de l’Académie française (1694) illustrates the term’s 

broad scope. After defi ning peste as a “contagion, an epidemic malady that comes 

from a general corruption in the air and causes a great mortality,” the author 
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provided several fi gurative usages. As a noun, a peste was “a person with whom 

frequentation is dangerous.” The dictionary specifi ed that “a person of bad ex-

ample” was a peste against “the public,” and that a bad citizen in power was “a 

peste against the Republic.”27 “Lively and malicious young women” could also be 

pestes. Jean- François Féraud’s prerevolutionary Dictionnaire critique de la langue 

française (Marseille, 1788) reinforced such meta phorical defi nitions, stating that 

“people and things capable of corrupting the spirit of the heart”  were plagues. 

“Bad Princes are ordinarily taken by pestes de Coeur . . .  Flatterers, peste fatale, 

destroy states more than the armies of enemies.” The verb pester meant “to wage 

war.”28

Plague signifi ed more than bad people with bad intentions doing bad things. 

It was any extreme expression of evil and anarchy: peste was “all the bad things 

of this world.”29 If physicians in the Hippocratic tradition defi ned disease as 

humoral derangement, historians, administrators and doctors in the early 

 modern period tended to regard plague as maximum derangement.

rationalizing plague in eighteenth- century france

Dictionaries aside, early modern French discussions of plague most often ap-

peared in the form of plague treatises, usually published in Paris, Lyon, or Tou-

louse.30 Often titled Traité de la peste, the classic treatise included a preface, a 

discussion of the disease’s origins, signs— of its approach and symptoms— 

preservatives, and disinfection mea sures. These texts  were hardly intended 

solely for physicians; rather, they  were aimed at medical, religious, and munici-

pal personnel in general.

While they adopted Hippocratic explanations of plague that connected dis-

ease to disorderly sociopo liti cal environments, early eighteenth- century epide-

miologists introduced new interpretations that tended to shrink plague’s dimen-

sions. While preserving Hippocratic theories of miasmas, physicians assumed 

a rationalist tone that reduced the disease to its “simplest forms.”31 They confi g-

ured plague, disharmony, and irrationality against experimental knowledge 

and rationality. The medical views of two renowned physicians who practiced 

and wrote during the plague of 1720, Jérôme- Jean Pestalozzi and François Chi-

coyneau, point to this transition.

Pestalozzi was professor of medicine in Lyon and a member of the Académie 

royale des sciences de Montpellier. Following Hippocratic teachings, he attrib-

uted the plague to yeasts activated by miasmas. His Dissertation sur les causes et 

la nature de la Peste and Avis sur la Peste described how air imbalances created 



p l a g u e ,  c o m m e r c e ,  a n d  c e n t r a l i z e d  d i s e a s e  c o n t r o l   113

yeast, which spread through commerce. This yeast, he explained, was foreign; 

“in certain climates,” he described, “an assemblage of salts that compose a for-

eign and completely inassimilable yeast . . .  puts everything in disorder.” The 

yeast multiplied in the blood and deranged humoral balance; it sent bodies off  

kilter by introducing “a cold vapor.”32 It gained strength “in our climates,” sur-

viving “outside the [human] body without decomposing”; it survived for months 

in clothes, textiles, and merchandise.33 Echoing classical discussions, Pestalozzi 

then argued that plague destroyed more than the physical body: as individual 

victims fell, po liti cal and social bodies collapsed. “If this par tic u lar malady in 

man deranges all the economy of his body, the general and contagious malady 

entirely reverses the po liti cal order and ruins civil society.”34

Pestalozzi insisted, however, that plague was a simple disease. It destroyed 

many things, but it did so in the same way. Plague disrupted healthy relation-

ships among humors in the body; likewise, it disturbed healthy relationships 

among inhabitants in society. In a word, plague deranged “economy,” under-

stood biologically as “a harmony between diff erent parts and qualities of the 

physical body” and fi guratively, “as the order by which the po liti cal body sub-

sists.”35 Plague skewed relationships, but they could be righted through scien-

tifi c observation.

Pestalozzi advocated a simplifi ed scientifi c method of confronting the plague: 

observation of the disease’s eff ects. He adopted an empirical method that 

“consist[ed] in knowing the malady by its eff ects, by its signs and accidents, of 

judging its diff erent circumstances, of taking these indications and following 

the best paths, and fi nally of performing means known to medicine.”36 Rather 

than focusing on the myriad causes, he advised the physician to observe the symp-

toms to discern what had been deranged. Plague, he argued, had to be reduced 

to its simplest forms. The variations and “bizarre complications” that plague 

produced in diff erent bodies suggested that it required “diff erent methods” of 

treatment. He argued, however, that “everything depends on one principal . . .  

all the variations can only come from the modifi cation of the same principle.” 

Reduced to basics, plague could “be attacked by one method . . .  by the same 

genre of remedies.”37

Pestalozzi’s scientifi c method was fraught with tensions. Though he had in-

herited the Hippocratic vocabulary, his investigative pro cess leading from par-

tic u lar eff ects to general ideas made him a budding empiricist. While he sub-

scribed to ideas about plague that linked physical derangement with po liti cal 

and social disorder, he attempted to strip it of meta phors and reduce it to bio-

logical dimensions to make it manageable and curable.
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Meanwhile, Pestalozzi’s contemporary and rival François Chicoyneau (b. 1672, 

the son of Michel Chicoyneau, chancellor of Montpellier University) also mar-

shaled rationalist approaches to claim that plague did not exist. Chicoyneau 

received his medical degree in 1693. Following his mentor (and father- in- law) 

Pierre Chirac, doctor of the royal army and fi rst doctor to the king, Chicoyneau 

achieved fame for refuting contagionist theories and for arguing that plague 

only existed in the imagination.

In Notice sur les principales pestes qui ont ravagé le monde, Chicoyneau, like 

Pestalozzi, characterized plague as an uncomplicated disease. Using the fi rst 

recorded plague outbreak during the Peloponnesian War as the paradigm for all 

subsequent epidemics, he demonstrated that “the most terrible wars have de-

stroyed fewer people in entire provinces than the plague.” The plague, however, 

was predictable; it remained unchanged through centuries. “While wars have 

varied,” he explained, “plague almost always has the same characteristics: the 

oldest plagues are like pictures of the new [ones].” In all outbreaks, “one sees 

the characteristics of all other plagues; the origin is the same; the complications 

resemble one another; the progress is equally rapid; what follows is equally ter-

rible; they have inspired the same beliefs.”38 Following the Athenian outbreak 

described by Thucydides, all plagues appeared in the same po liti cal context. All 

victims suff ered the same fate. Fear of and anxiety about plague threw bodies 

into disequilibrium, which then succumbed to fever, gangrene, infl ammation, 

bile discharge, ulcers, and pustules. Sleeplessness and dehydration led to quick 

death.39

For Chicoyneau, it was not plague that killed, but rather fear. “The concept of 

fear,” he detailed, produced “a conviction that one will be attacked; from this 

fear, a perpetual imbalance of the mind; from this imbalance, a quivering of the 

brain; from this quivering a vertigo and a strong belief that illness and death are 

not far off ; from this belief a growth of terror; from this a stoppage of the blood 

and lymph or the blockage of fl uids and solids; from this blockage, infl amma-

tions and gangrene; and fi nally the plague and death.” 40 This hypothesis down-

graded the plague “to psychosomatic dimensions,” Daniel Gordon writes.41 Ac-

cording to Chicoyneau, plague did not exist. Fractured minds produced fractured 

bodies. A scientifi c mind, devoid of apprehensive imaginings, would eliminate 

plague.

Chicoyneau’s refusal of plague was radical. Nonetheless, he was ultimately a 

traditionalist who employed conventional remedies to restore humoral balance, 

bodily and mental equilibrium. Attributing the disease to fear and “unwholesome 

food,” Chicoyneau recommended better bread and, during the Plague of 1720, 
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counseled musicians to play “violins, drums, and fi fes . . .  and lively airs, . . .  to 

drive away melancholy” and “superstition.” 42

Early eighteenth- century epidemiologists brought together Hippocratic med-

icine, classical historical interpretations, and emergent notions of empirical ra-

tionalism to understand plague. Attributing disharmony to bad air and foreign 

yeasts, physicians preserved the remnants of traditional humoral theory. They 

also began limiting, if not discarding, the wide meta phors of plague to uphold 

what would become an Enlightenment reading of disease; they introduced the 

idea that reason and experimental science could control and ultimately abolish 

biological and natural disasters. Early modern readings of plague, therefore, os-

cillated between pessimistic visions of an apocalyptic medical catastrophe that 

rendered humans powerless, and optimistic assumptions that the human mind 

could control nature.

plague prevention and the bureau de la santé: 
a premodern or modern institution?

While plague writers argued whether plague existed or not, administrators in 

Eu ro pe an cities along the Mediterranean coast developed preventative mea sures 

to shield the continent from a medical catastrophe that they assumed was for-

eign and “Asiatic.” In this regard, they  were motivated not only by Orientalist 

impulses; by the sixteenth century, it was a known fact that plague did not origi-

nate in Eu rope. During the classical and medieval periods, plague epidemics 

broke out indiscriminately in Eu rope, Asia, or Africa. By the seventeenth cen-

tury, however, climatic changes and rodent depopulation had reduced plague’s 

“permanent foci” to the Near East, Africa, and Asia. Seventeenth- century Eu ro-

pe ans agreed that the Ottoman Empire was the center of plague activity, with 

Constantinople, Smyrna, and Alexandria forming the triangle where the yeast 

to which they ascribed plague developed. The convergence of Orientalist views 

and biological realities supported Eu ro pe an administrators’ polarized and 

 distorted understanding that the Turkish Empire was the inverse of a properly 

functioning order.

Plague- prevention initiatives in early modern Eu rope consisted of several de-

fi ning characteristics. First, as commerce was transnational in character, so too 

 were the programs created to protect it. Like commerce, health maintenance 

transcended local and national boundaries. Bureaux of health, health intendants, 

and quarantine hospitals established from the sixteenth through eigh teenth 

centuries throughout Euro- Mediterranean cities, republics, and states mutually 
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communicated intelligence to minimize the outbreak of plague; they worked 

with the premise that standardized rules and international collaboration would 

lead to the perfection of human health. The eighteenth- century mémoires of 

the Marseille Bureau de la santé revealed the universalist message: “The health 

bureaux that are established in all the ports of the Mediterranean exist within 

the jurisdiction of each government and its principal administration. Even in time 

of war, they continue to correspond with one another to convey mutual advice for 

all who can contribute to the conservation of health in the universal society of 

mankind [société universelle des hommes].” 43 Correspondence among bureaux tes-

tifi es to this collaborative aspect of health maintenance. The Marseille bureau 

sent or received approximately 250 letters regarding plague annually. The major-

ity of its correspondence involved Spanish and Italian health bureaux; 72 percent 

of the letters  were from or went to Genoa, Livorno, or Venice. Correspondence 

surged during plagues. The Archivio di Stato of Venice has conserved 5,653 let-

ters received or sent between 27 June 1720 and 4 February 1724 during Mar-

seille’s plague of 1720. Each bureau specialized in news of plague outbreaks in 

the Ottoman Empire; collaborative eff orts among Eu ro pe an bureaux to publicize 

reports to other bureaux played a critical role in preventing and containing 

plague in Eu rope.44

The health bureaux therefore had several identities. As institutions estab-

lished in a par tic u lar municipality and run by health intendants chosen by civic 

administrators, they  were committed to serving the interests of local communi-

ties. Located in major port cities that served as gateways into the larger state, 

these bureaux  were also corporate bodies beholden to the monarch. Finally, as 

part of a loosely or ga nized Euro- Mediterranean- wide health or ga ni za tion, they 

 were committed to safeguarding Eu rope from “foreign,” “Turkish” disease. These 

layers of commitments often resulted in much tension over authority and proper 

protocol.

Another distinguishing feature of plague- prevention initiatives was their 

combination of premodern and modern systems of health management. Un-

aware of the biological causes of plague, administrators and physicians employed 

by Eu ro pe an health bureaux used Hippocratic medicine to defi ne and diagnose 

disease, and to treat and disinfect people and merchandise suspected of con-

tamination. At the same time, the bureaucratic machinery was rather modern 

and unpre ce dented. In France, it was the product of Colbert’s desire to centralize 

commercial administration; as the controller- general associated plague preven-

tion with securing commercial activity, he insisted that the Crown control health 

management in Marseille. Much before the establishment of a demo cratic wel-
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fare state, the French monarchy began claiming authority to govern subjects’ 

bodies— something previously limited to local and religious authorities. Further-

more, the systematized procedures for the quarantining of mariners and mer-

chants conformed to “modern” standards of disciplinary management rather 

than premodern methods. Michel Foucault, after all, located the physical model 

for Jeremy Bentham’s panopticon in the plague- containment practices estab-

lished in the lazaretto: “immobilized by the functioning of an extensive power 

that bears in a distinct way over all individual bodies— this is the utopia of the 

perfectly governed city. The plague . . .  is the trial in the course of which one may 

defi ne ideally the exercise of disciplinary power. . . .  traversed throughout with 

hierarchy, surveillance, observation, writing. . . .  Bentham’s Panopticon is the 

architectural fi gure of this composition.” 45 The quarantine system instituted by 

early modern health bureaux can be analyzed as an early attempt at the detached 

scientifi c objectifi cation that Foucault would fi nd perfected in nineteenth- century 

detention centers.

Early modern Eu ro pe an plague prevention was founded on a simple and logi-

cal premise: disease could be minimized by limiting contact with travelers. Eu-

ro pe an countries shielded themselves from plague by fi rst restricting the points 

of contact between the Levant, Barbary, and Eu rope. That Marseille became the 

only port in France authorized to receive vessels directly from the Levant had 

as much to do with limiting exposure to contagious disease as with increasing 

profi ts in trade through monopoly.46

Second, Eu ro pe an states updated their lazarettos, making health surveillance 

a mandatory requirement for international traffi  c and travel. The completion of 

Marseille’s new lazaretto, the Nouvelles Infi rmeries, in 1668, in time for Col-

bert’s edict of 1669, was no coincidence. The Crown could not risk the appear-

ance of plague in France; a plague outbreak would shut down the port and dis-

rupt the country’s international trade. Plague meant not only physical deaths but 

the disruption of commerce. This royal attention to pestilential outbreaks ap-

peared clearly in the edict of 1669, which made quarantines compulsory. Build-

ing a new lazaretto at Marseille would prevent “the ruin of commerce and the 

exposure of the  whole kingdom to the communication of the contagious mal-

ady.” 47 Though a “communal institution,” the lazaretto was “national property.” 

Louis XIV reached into his own coff ers to create it, providing 62,000 livres “for 

the acquisition of lands and the construction of the Nouvelles Infi rmeries,” 

which would be “a great advantage and utility for the public.” 48 By 1669, the 

city’s Bureau de la santé regularly held quarantines at the completed Nouvelles 

Infi rmeries.
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The lazaretto system was confi ned neither to Marseille nor to the late seven-

teenth century. The lazaretto was a legacy of the medieval leprosaria; as the in-

cidence of leprosy decreased, leper asylums  were converted into confi nement 

centers for mendicants, the insane, and those with infectious diseases.49 Quar-

antining the “suspected sick” began in the fi fteenth century in the Italian city- 

states, whose trading links with the Levant led them to implement mea sures for 

plague protection. In 1423, Venice constructed the fi rst lazaretto on the island of 

Santa Maria di Nazaret to contain and prevent pestilential epidemics. Following 

Venice, Livorno established a permanent health administration, and expanded 

its existing lazaretto in 1590. Naples, Genoa, Trieste, and Split (Dalmatia) built 

or expanded their lazarettos by the eigh teenth century. This wave of expansion 

projects coincided with the rise in international trade. As Françoise Hildesheimer 

has demonstrated, the renovated lazaretto became “the establishment most 

 immediately representative of [modern] health administration.”50

Far from serving as mere sites for quarantine, the architectural design of 

lazarettos served a symbolic purpose. They signifi ed power. Visually, they “be-

came vast establishments whose dimensions refl ected the importance of the 

ports that depended on them.”51 A hierarchy of ports developed, refl ected in the 

size of the quarantine centers. The expansion of a lazaretto promoted a port 

from a local commercial center to an international trading hub. As Daniel Pan-

zac has argued, “the founding of a lazaretto was an act of po liti cal will that pre-

ceded future economic activity.”52 The reconstruction of the Livorno lazaretto 

(expanded from 10,750 m2 to 12,700 m2 in 1722 and 33,000 m2 by 1781) coincided 

with the expansion of the city’s Levantine commerce.53 By its last expansion, the 

lazaretto had its own port. Similarly, the commercial power houses of Venice and 

Spezia expanded their lazarettos. The new Venetian lazaretto was three stories 

high, with imposing towers. The plans for the Spezia lazaretto  were more spec-

tacular: encased in high walls, two massive rectangular structures led to the main 

body of the lazaretto, built as a square supported by rows of arches.

Consistent with such expressions of commercial power, Marseille’s lazaretto 

on the Île de Pomegues, according to eighteenth- century British traveler John 

Howard, was “very spacious, and its situation rendered it very con ve nient for the 

im mense commerce that the French conducted with the Levant.”54 Iron fencing 

separated an open gallery from twenty- four holding rooms on the fi rst fl oor. 

Disinfection halls extended from the gallery; rectangular stone counters for tex-

tile disinfection extended along the halls. The lazaretto’s two other wings in-

volved the same layout of halls and counters. The outer walls had apartment 

barracks for offi  cers and ship captains, and ware houses for merchandise.



The Lazaretto at Livorno. Courtesy Archivio di Stato, Venezia (653.A).



The Lazaretto at Spezia. Courtesy Archivio di Stato, Venezia (653.B).
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Besides the power of the port, the lazaretto also demonstrated the power of 

surveillance. The structure stood at the entry to Eu ro pe an ports, confronting 

travelers as they arrived by sea. The lazaretto purifi ed bodies and made them fi t 

for “civilization.” The lazaretto projected the power of this transformative pro-

cess by drawing attention to contrasts: its im mense size versus its isolated quar-

antine chambers; its reception hall for dirty travelers versus its aerated barracks 

for the purged; spacious hallways for the health intendants versus the prisonlike 

spaces for the unclean. In Marseille, iron bars separated the observer from the 

observed. Iron fencing caged in travelers while intendants “observed the quar-

antine”55 and “superintend[ed] the observance of every regulation established for 

the preservation of public health.”56 The lazaretto underscored binaries and hi-

erarchies: clean versus contaminated, disordered versus or ga nized, detained 

versus the disinfected. A fortresslike structure that separated the Eu ro pe an city 

from the Mediterranean Sea, the lazaretto by its very architectural plan drew 

attention to the notion that he who ran it— the sovereign ruler, whether king, 

doge, or prince— was a force to be feared.

An anonymous author in the eighteenth- century French Encyclopédie con-

fi rmed that a lazaretto indeed operated much like an incarceration center. It was 

“a public building in the form of a hospital” that imposed a “kind of exile or 

imprisonment so unpleasant to bear.”57 In his Confessions, Jean- Jacques Rous-

seau commented on the uncomfortable experience of being quarantined in one:

I was . . .  conducted to a large building of two stories, quite empty, in which I 

found neither window, bed, table, nor chair, not so much as even a joint- stool or 

bundle of straw . . .  My dinners  were served with no small degree of pomp; they 

 were escorted by two grenadiers with bayonets fi xed; the staircase was my dining- 

room, the landing- place my table, and the steps served me for a seat; and as soon 

as my dinner was served up a little bell was rung to inform me I might sit down to 

table.58

A century later, the living conditions in lazarettos seem to have improved but 

little. A Pa ri sian architect, Marchebeus, complained that the intendants of the 

lazaretto in Malta where he was detained forced upon him, “sixteen days of deadly 

boredom,” in addition to “ridiculous inspections” and outrageous fees that  were 

“double the cost of the best hotels in the city.” The lazaretto, he concluded, was 

a “horrible prison.”59

Simultaneously “a prison for containment and a hospital establishment for 

contagion,”60 the lazaretto was intended for both internment and disinfection. 

The staff  at the Marseille lazaretto confi ned “suspects” behind bars in separate 
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apartments with “absence of physical communication.” Detained travelers com-

municated only with the captain, the chief health offi  cial, who issued three types 

of certifi cates or bills of health (patentes): the patente nette, signifying “that in the 

place of departure, there was no suspicion of plague,” the patente soupçonnée, for 

those from places rumored with plague, and the patente brute, for those from 

places ravaged by plague.61 These bills of health determined the length of quar-

antines: sixteen, thirty, and forty days respectively.62 Repeated inspections and 

disinfections would transform voyagers and merchandise from the Levant and 

make them eligible for entry into France.

marseille’s bureau de la santé

Who administered and determined operations at quarantine centers? The Mar-

seille lazaretto was run by the city’s Bureau de la santé, which originated around 

1640 and was restructured by royal command after the 1666 agrandissement into 

an agency “composed of sixteen incorruptible men, who without complacence 

would order quarantines, disinfect everything received from suspect places . . .  

and severely punish those who transgress orders.”63 These intendants, who  were 

“chosen from among the principal merchants of the city,” rotated in annually.64 

The échevins served as the top two intendants. The other fourteen  were négo-

ciants.65 The 1730 Mémoire sur le Bureau de la santé de Marseille et sur les règles 

qu’on y observe stipulated that they  were to be selected from “among the city’s 

principal merchants, who have resided many years in the Levant.”66

The men chosen to direct plague prevention for city and state in Marseille 

 were thus not doctors specializing in disease control, but merchants. The indi-

viduals elected to the Bureau de la santé came from the same pool of négociants 

as those elected to other po liti cal and administrative municipal offi  ces. When 

Louis XIV issued his municipal constitution restricting municipal administra-

tion to the merchant class following the conquest of 1660, he extended the privi-

lege of leading health management to négociants as well. This royal decision un-

derscored the association between commerce and plague prevention. The Crown 

accepted that plague spread through commercial exchange. It assumed that ex-

perienced merchants in the Levant trade who had spent their careers trading 

in the Ottoman Empire  were most familiar with plague and how to prevent it. 

Furthermore, it determined that it was in the interests of commerce and com-

mercial individuals that a major trading center remained plague- free; no one 

wanted to see plague arrive on Marseille’s shores, and least of all merchants, 

who would see commerce halted during epidemics.
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Objections that profi t- driven merchants might not ensure impartial quaran-

tines did not materialize, given the hegemonic power these négociants gained in 

1660. Controlled by municipal leaders and connected with the Chamber of 

Commerce, the Bureau de la santé’s po liti cal and commercial associations did 

occasionally overshadow its identity as a department for public health. Nonethe-

less, given the po liti cal and commercial monopoly Marseillais négociants enjoyed 

in administration, complaints that interests of the market and health might di-

verge remained unaddressed or muffl  ed. Established elite merchant clans, such 

as the Roux, Borelly, or Remuzat families, dominated civic administration and 

 were perceived as “rare and respectable citizens” of the patrie.67 Their leadership 

in health management went unquestioned for de cades.

The Crown’s decision to entrust health administration to Marseillais mer-

chant elites was also motivated by pragmatic motivations. By placing plague 

prevention in the hands of merchants who  were also members of the échevi-

nage and the Chamber of Commerce, the Crown limited control to a select few, 

streamlining its lines of communication with the city. By not cluttering diff er-

ent departments— commerce, health, and politics— with redundant personnel, 

it restricted the size of Marseille’s city government, thus benefi ting the monar-

chy’s centralization eff orts. The late seventeenth and early eigh teenth centuries 

saw responsibility for “the protection of populations” gradually transferred from 

local authorities to the central state. This transformation can be tracked through 

an analysis of legislative material concerning the Bureau de la santé in Marseille 

from 1660 to 1720. Initially led by Colbert, the Crown endeavored to establish 

“a sense of precision, rationalization and uniformity” in health regulation.68

After ordering the construction of the new lazaretto and the restructuring of 

Marseille’s health bureau in 1666, the Crown immediately began interfering 

in health administration there. It directed the échevins and health intendants to 

report on pestilential developments through correspondence with the parlement 

and the royal intendant in Aix and outlined the strategies it deemed necessary 

to protect Marseille and France from contagion. Deeming its “règlements . . .  nec-

essary to the control of the franchise of the port [Marseille],” the Crown ordered 

health ordinances to be followed with “exactitude and fi delity.” From one edict 

to another, it ordered seafarers to present bills of health for those on board their 

ships, and laid down rules for those arriving from places suspected of contagion. 

Clear from these edicts was the understanding that plague would result in 

“the total ruin of commerce.”69

The monarchy remained particularly attentive to plague in the Levant and 

Barbary, and it stepped up regulations to minimize contacts between Levantine 
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and non- Levantine traffi  c. By 1689, the Crown forbade French ships to approach 

vessels of Levantine provenance “without the presence of one of the intendants 

of health, or by his written consent.”70 A year later, the royal intendant Pierre- 

Cardin Lebret made quarantines mandatory for all French vessels arriving from 

the Levant, Greek islands, Candia (Iráklion in Crete), the Morea (the Pelopon-

nesus), and Barbary.71 In 1709, the Crown ruled that quarantine and passport 

inspection evasions would incur corporal punishment, confi scation of vessels, 

and a fi ne of 3,000 livres from each of the vessels’ shareholders.72 Following 

1718, regulations became increasingly rigid. The Crown reserved a specifi c area 

within the harbor for merchant ships coming from the Levant. Other vessels 

 were ordered to navigate around these waters.73

Although initially, the Marseille Bureau de la santé’s intendants ran it as an 

autonomous municipal offi  ce and  were “charged . . .  to act following their knowl-

edge,”74 Crown control increased steadily in the eigh teenth century. Intrusive 

royal intervention started as early as in 1694 with demands for information re-

garding administration and fi nances. The Crown requested that there be a paper 

trail and forbade the Marseille health intendants to sequester fi nancial rec ords 

at the end of each year.75 By 1726, the royal intendant ordered the bureau to in-

form the Crown “of all news from the sea reported by the captains and shipown-

ers who come from the Levant.76 By 1751, the health intendants would send 

weekly reports of activities in the lazaretto to the intendant; in times of height-

ened security, they would send reports every two days. Meanwhile, a new direc-

tive stipulated that the bureau could only execute decisions regarding “impor-

tant deliberations” after “Versailles’ approval.”77 In addition to merely requesting 

information, “the king exercised direct rule . . .  despite the offi  cially formulated 

principle [of autonomy].”78

Constant royal interference led to frequent sparring over control of health 

regulation between the monarchy and the Marseille Bureau de la santé. The 

escalation in 1698 of a century- long quarrel between the bureau and the tobacco- 

trading Compagnie d’Occident, illustrates how royal pressure intensifi ed the 

eff orts of the bureau and the Marseille Chamber of Commerce to preserve their 

autonomy. The Compagnie d’Occident insisted on its merchants’ rights to visit 

their ships and cargo prior to quarantine. The Bureau de la santé deemed such 

visitations hazardous. The company responded by hiring its own inspectors to 

ensure security and prevent smuggling, which they deemed suffi  cient to avert 

pestilential disease. The Crown intervened by issuing an arrêt allowing the com-

pany what it wanted, agents both inside the bureau’s lazaretto and on board 

ships. The bureau remonstrated, maintaining that surveillance was only eff ec-
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tive when managed at a single location— the lazaretto. The Crown tried to end 

the fi asco by placing an embargo on tobacco. The bureau protested again, argu-

ing that given the high demand for tobacco, an embargo would increase smug-

gling and amplify the risk of plague, and that furthermore such an embargo 

encroached on Marseille’s status as a free port.

The Bureau de la santé underlined tobacco’s risk to public health, then em-

phasized the need for both surveillance and open commerce. It stressed that 

tobacco was “susceptible and always presents risks” to public health because, 

like any other merchandise, it could carry plague, and its pestilential vapors would 

be released into the air when lit. The disease would spread further when smok-

ers carelessly emptied their pipes of ashes “without sterilizing them in linens.” 

Tobacco smuggling threatened to set this deadly chain of events into motion. 

The bureau therefore argued that the solution was to leave Marseille a free port, 

and to charge the bureau alone with all surveillance rights. “Marseille is known 

as a free port, and if not completely free, it is not at all . . .  ; it is necessary for 

trade to be left entirely free in Marseille, where all sorts of merchandise enter 

freely by sea without duties or regulations.”79 The bureau cited the very priorities 

that Colbert had emphasized in the 1660s— commercial liberty and public 

health— to resist encroachments on its power. It interpreted commercial liberty 

as municipal offi  ces’ autonomy and Marseillais merchants’ freedom to trade in 

any Levantine commodity.

the failure of centralization: 
the great plague of marseille, 1720– 1723

The Great Plague of 1720 marked a potential high point for centralization in 

health management; medical catastrophe provided the Crown with a legitimate 

reason to diff use any calls for autonomy and decentralized rule. In this sense, the 

plague off ered the monarchy an unusual opportunity— a state of emergency—

to maximize its control and surveillance over affl  icted provinces. The absence of 

civic order would seem the ideal moment for a Crown bent on amplifying cen-

tralization. With international trade suspended and the municipal administra-

tion wounded by rising mortality rates and social and po liti cal disorder, the city, 

it would seem, would succumb to French systems of power, administration, and 

knowledge exported from the center.

While transnational contacts between Marseille’s Bureau de la santé and 

similar bureaux all around the Mediterranean became strained, the monarchy 

initially responded to plague in Marseille with more surveillance and police, 
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 attempting to convert all France into a gigantic lazaretto. It established new 

bureaux of health that operated under a royal Conseil de la santé, and issued 

quarantines in all affl  icted municipalities. The Crown assumed that a suffi  -

ciently strengthened centralized administration would contain the disease. Ul-

timately, however, the expanded bureaucratic machinery failed to contain the 

epidemic, and centralization in health management reached a crisis point in 

France.

Plague arrived in Marseille in May 1720, as delayed quarantining of the 

plague- ridden merchant ship Grand Saint- Antoine and clandestine hauling 

of  the premier échevin’s merchandise from the vessel to the city’s ware houses 

brought pestilence- carrying fl eas and rats into the Vieux Port. While the appear-

ance of the infamous carbuncles and buboes on the bodies of the sick and dying 

suggested that bubonic plague was beginning its ravages, doctors and admin-

istrators chose to deny it.80 Concerned that rumors of plague would decimate 

French and Marseillais commerce, the échevins and Bureau de la santé distrib-

uted letters to the Regent and “all the offi  ciers conservateurs of health in all the 

Eu ro pe an ports” in July 1720 declaring that the “contagion” had been contained.81 

Later the same month, when Marseillais échevins agreed to discuss “the nature 

of the disease and mea sures to be pursued to prevent its spread,” with physi-

cians, the royal intendant, and the premier consul of Aix- en- Provence and procu-

reur du pays de Provence, Joseph de Clapiers, seigneur de Vauvenargues, the city’s 

administrators insisted that the disease was a malignant fever.82 Doctors echoed 

such claims. When the Regent sent Montpellier’s renowned anti- contagionist 

François Chicoyneau with his associates to Marseille to off er their diagnoses, 

Chicoyneau concluded that “this sort of plague” was nothing more than a com-

mon malady. Plague in his mind, after all, did not exist.

Even as they ultimately admitted that the “contagious malady” in Marseille 

was indeed plague, civic administrators and the Bureau de la santé continued 

fearing for Marseille’s reputation, as well as their own. Sending weekly reports 

on the situation in Provence and urging public health authorities all over Eu rope 

to maintain or strengthen quarantines, Marseille’s bureau insisted that it never 

acted in self- interest: it remained “interested in preventing such a scourge” in 

neighboring territories. Showering praise on other health intendants and gover-

nors, claiming that “the esteem that Your Excellencies have acquired through 

Eu rope by your great foresight and prudent mea sures to preserve your most se-

rene state from the scourge of contagion has made us regard correspondence as 

the most precious advantage,”83 the health intendants pleaded a continuance of 

“reciprocal” cooperation.84 They assured their counterparts that Marseille’s bu-
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reau concealed nothing: “Your Excellencies can count on the fi delity of the news 

that we communicate to you.” The health intendants sent letters to their sister 

agencies detailing specifi c news on the increase or decrease in deaths, the meth-

ods used in disinfecting goods and peoples, the systems in place for separating 

the suspected, the accidents that occurred, and the exact number of sick in the 

communities throughout Provence, as well as copies of mandates and edicts by 

the Regent, military commandants, and échevins.85 Pressured by foreign health 

bureaux to contain the plague, shunned by countries and states that embargoed 

French trade, the civic administrators of Marseille— at once merchants, health 

intendants, and po liti cal leaders of their city— found themselves in a precarious 

position.

While surrounding states stopped trading with Marseille, the French Crown 

increased its communication with the city’s administrators. As the epidemic 

continued to spread from the poorest section of the city to the port and neighbor-

ing towns, “for the fi rst time in France, the fi ght against the plague took on a 

national dimension.”86 The Regent’s minister of war, Claude Le Blanc, ordered 

six line battalions and militia to Provence to prevent the epidemic from moving 

north. Meanwhile, the Crown established a new Conseil de la santé at Versailles, 

emphasizing the need to concentrate disease containment under the Crown’s 

authority to prevent confl icting regulations.87 To prevent possible confl icts of 

jurisdiction, Versailles issued a comprehensive arrêt restricting travel to and 

from plague- stricken provinces, established military cordons, forbade traffi  c in 

and out of Provence, and issued directions for quarantines. It required certifi cats 

de santé issued by municipal offi  cers for anyone traveling to and from Marseille, 

and restricted traffi  c to one gate.88 The Crown established more bureaux de la 

santé in Provence, which would be run jointly by the royal intendant, the mili-

tary, and municipal administrators.

The Crown subordinated the health bureaux in Provence to a new Conseil de 

la santé, headed by the minister of war, the controller- general of fi nance, and 

Pa ri sian medical experts.89 The Conseil would protect the kingdom by “contain-

ing everybody in one rule.” Standardizing information communication, it in-

structed each bureau to submit a monthly register to the royal intendant. These 

registers contained information regarding the number and quality of hospital 

and religious personnel; the staff  employed at hospitals to dispose of the dead; 

the number and quality of beds, sheets, drugs, aromatics, and provisions at each 

hospital; updated mortality rates and numbers of the sick and convalescent; the 

number and quality of the administrative staff  in each institution; and a memo-

randum of supplies requested.90 The Crown ordered the royal intendant of 
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Provence “to compose from the par tic u lar accounts [of each bureau] a general 

picture” to send to the controller- general.91

Additionally, the Conseil mobilized a micromanaged centralized or ga ni za-

tion to administer food and relief, totaling three million livres from the royal 

trea sury.92 It ordered 600,000 livres to be given immediately to Provence to buy 

grain.93 Grain was transported down the Saône or the Rhône to Provence; distri-

bution involved “equality and proportion,” “good order and intelligence.” The 

Conseil employed fi ve individuals to “establish not only the exactitude of ser vice, 

but also order and rule.”94 It guaranteed accuracy through registers containing 

“exactly all that is received and dispensed to the last cent.” Daily notations  were 

“to clearly inform . . .  by whom the grain has been purchased, the name and the 

residence of the vendors, at what mea sure, and the weight of the mea sure, the 

price, the place of delivery . . .  whether at a granary or if the vendor rendered his 

delivery on board ship.”95 Warning that “breaches of trust” would be punished 

severely, the Conseil ordered recounts of all supplies before embarkation and 

disembarkation. It issued mandatory passports to all vendors and buyers, which 

 were to be “copied not only in the Bureau des fermes du Roi, but also in the 

Bureau des péages [Bureau of Tollgates].”96

The Crown, therefore, spread its tentacles of power over the plague- infested 

provinces. It assumed that transparent, or ga nized, and rationalized administra-

tion would contain and ultimately end the epidemic. But neither its hierarchically 

or ga nized ladder of communication nor centralized disaster assistance systems 

could stop the disease from spreading. By mid- August of 1720, 300 on average 

died daily; at the Hôpital Saint Jacques de Galice in Marseille, 30 to 40 orphans 

succumbed each day.97 Contagion spread to Aix, St. Rémy, Cassis, Toulon, and 

other towns north of Marseille. Despite all eff orts, plague continued until 1723. 

By the time it disappeared, half of the population of Marseille was dead. And the 

massive centralized apparatus created by royal statecraft to contain it seemed to 

have all but collapsed.

the importance of the great plague

The signifi cance of the Great Plague of Marseille lay in the fact that both tradi-

tional and rationalist medical knowledge had been unable to cope with it. Nei-

ther Hippocratic explanations of imbalance nor more “modern” ideas that re-

jected the existence of plague as mere irrational fantasy reduced mortality. 

Meanwhile, as was evident from the rise in looting and pillaging, and the exodus 

of terrifi ed inhabitants, centralized governance had failed to establish order. Fi-
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nally, the temporary suspension of international and domestic commerce in 

Marseille, in addition to rumors that the negligence of the city’s négociant elite 

had exacerbated the calamity, suggested that commerce and merchants did not 

contribute as much to the general good as had once been thought.

The plague temporarily disrupted many of the local and national programs 

of Louis XIV and Colbert. Beginning in the 1660s, Colbert had introduced sev-

eral policies to control and strengthen French commercial activity. His plans 

regarding the regulation of commerce (Chapter 1), the Crown’s ultimately exclu-

sionary policies toward Levantine immigrants and traders (Chapter 3), and its 

micromanaging of plague prevention and containment (Chapter 4) all rested on 

the king’s distrust of his subjects and complete reliance on royal guidance. As 

Colbert’s many letters reveal, he worked under the assumption that in a king-

dom composed of diff erent par tic u lar bodies, the Crown alone could manage 

diverse interests in a way that sustained the public good.

Simultaneously, however, the Crown had extended commercial activity in 

Marseille and beyond by embracing a contrary position toward elite merchants 

founded on trust. As demonstrated in earlier chapters, it advocated a new com-

mercial civic spirit that portrayed négociants and le négoce as essential to civic and 

state communities. In 1720, however, a medical catastrophe of epic proportions 

put extreme pressure on the system of administrative centralization and royal 

regulation and on the notion that elite merchants  were trustworthy, honorable 

citizens and subjects. Jacques Savary’s hypothetical parfait négociant had not ma-

terialized; rather, Jean Eon’s foreigners, imparfait négociants and a greedy échevin, 

it seemed, had introduced an “Asian” disorder into Marseille. The plague sug-

gested that Marseille’s commercial elites had made the wrong choice in opting 

for the Crown’s method of commercial expansion and centralization. It suggested 

that such elites and their commerce  were threats— not foundations— for stable 

society, politics, and morality.

Given the simultaneous crises in medical knowledge, administrative central-

ization, state- building, and commercial civic spirit, what alternative methods of 

social, po liti cal, and moral or ga ni za tion could civic and royal administrators cobble 

together to restore the city to health? Finding answers to these questions became 

all the more urgent for royal observers and local administrative elites, as the very 

systems established to keep plague- stricken Marseille connected to the kingdom 

ended up isolating the city. The Crown attempted to contain plague to Marseille 

and protect its plague- free provinces with standardized administration and 

police. Such mea sures intended to wrap France under one uniform system of 

surveillance separated Marseille and the plague- stricken provinces from the rest 
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of the kingdom. Even as centralization intensifi ed the Crown’s surveillance of all 

its provinces, the creation of cordons, physical boundaries, and limitations on 

travel and commerce detached Marseille from France in unpre ce dented ways. 

Cut off  from the Mediterranean and Levant through trade embargoes, walled off  

from the rest of France by cordons and arrêts forbidding physical contact, plague- 

stricken Marseille lost the two lifelines that kept it a functioning city— its trans-

national marketplace and its connections to the kingdom. If French offi  cials had 

“othered” plague as a Turkish disease before 1720, plague “othered” Marseille in 

1720.

In this state of emergency, Marseillais échevins, citizens, and royal comman-

dants turned to the old tradition of civic republicanism to formulate their re-

sponses to plague and social fragmentation. They mobilized, above all, the no-

tion of po liti cal virtue— of citizens renouncing their personal interests to save a 

republic in crisis— to guide policies, emergency laws, and civic order during 

medical catastrophe. The concept of republican virtue strengthened particularly 

because it could overlap with Hippocratic medical notions of moderation and 

time- honored religious ideas of civic charity and morality. Furthermore, this 

collection of medical, po liti cal, and religious vocabularies that emphasized vir-

tue served the needs of administrators and citizens interested in critically re-

evaluating merchants and commercial activity in Marseille. Reactivating local 

republican po liti cal traditions, they rediscovered Marseille’s identity as a non-

commercial republic. The next chapter, therefore, investigates virtue without 

commerce in the plague- stricken city.



c h a p t e r  f i v e

Plague disrupted the activities that made a community a community. No com-

merce, no city. The physician Jean- Baptiste Bertrand, one of the few doctors who 

remained in Marseille through the epidemic, observed that the plague “dissolved 

society,” “severed all ties of blood and friendship, and halted trade.” “The churches, 

the exchange, and all public places  were shut up,” he wrote; “the courts of justice 

ceased to function; neighbors and even relations stopped visiting each other.”1 

Deserted boulevards— particularly the famous Cours— became emblematic of 

social disintegration as spaces used for commerce transformed into hemorrhag-

ing avenues fi lled with garbage and rotting corpses.2 The discontinuance of 

 social activity carried po liti cal implications. According to Bertrand, it bred 

amour propre and annihilated the spirit of civic ser vice: plague “dissolve[d] soci-

ety, interdict[ed] the communication of mutual assistance. . . .  Each individual, 

attentive to his own preservation, consider[ed] himself as released from giving 

his neighbor that assistance we naturally owe to each other.”3 Plague, Bertrand 

explained, reduced a city to a collection of isolated individuals concerned exclu-

sively with self- preservation.

How could a community remain a collective body when robbed of the things 

that made it a community: commerce and collective sociability? What  were the 

principles of cohesion when commercial exchange no longer bound citizens to-

gether? How could the civic spirit be reanimated? This chapter argues that Mar-

seille’s échevins, military commandants, and civic volunteers experienced and 

responded to plague through lenses tinted in civic republicanism. Diverse texts 

pertaining to previous epidemics, ranging from published histories to règlements 

Virtue Without Commerce
Civic Spirit During the Plague, 1720– 1723
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and ordres, provided Marseillais administrators guides to fashion their responses 

to plague in 1720. Historical accounts by various authors, such as Thucydides 

from classical Greece, Giovanni Boccaccio in fourteenth- century Florence, and 

Daniel Defoe in early modern London, provided them with the moral and po liti-

cal vocabulary to formulate their understanding of medical crisis; these collec-

tively mobilized a polarizing language that pitted selfi sh inhabitants who pre-

ferred personal safety and plea sure against charismatic leaders and citizens who 

saved their community.

Such emphasis on civic commitment drew on early modern règlements and 

ordres, which stressed how citizens needed to align their private interests with 

the public good to restore their community. These règlements and ordres expanded 

the authority of municipal offi  cials by relegating to them emergency powers to 

punish— often with death— inhabitants who failed to comply with their orders. 

Meanwhile, they established emergency police and surveillance systems by mo-

bilizing citizens as guards, spies, and trial witnesses to combat social and po liti-

cal disorder. Such systems that extended the power of municipal leaders and 

civic volunteers predated the expansion of France’s monarchical regime; in 

Provence, they  were established in 1501 and relied on coordination between mu-

nicipal administrators and the parlement in Aix.

Traditional responses to plague epidemics, which polarized public against 

private interests, and virtue against immorality,  were particularly suited for a 

city like Marseille that continued to toy with its republican identity. In 1720, 

Marseillais administrators resurrected the rhetoric of the republic in crisis, un-

derstanding their medical emergency as a moment where mythical Massilia 

stood in the balance between life and death, between corruption and republican 

virtue. Using the historical script of the corrupting republic of Massilia to com-

prehend medical catastrophe, they comfortably adopted traditional moralized 

defi nitions of, and responses to, plague.

The unpre ce dented strength of traditional civic methods in plague contain-

ment in 1720 derived, however, from their intersection with newer models of 

enforcing order provided by the French monarchy. The monarchy played a piv-

otal role in reactivating aspects of Marseille’s republican traditions by introduc-

ing administrative innovations. Royal centralized administration led by its Con-

seil de la santé failed to defeat plague, but Versailles followed up by deploying 

military commandants to Marseille, dispensing absolute sovereignty to munici-

pal leaders, and imposing martial law. Together with municipal offi  cers, royal 

commandants reactivated a republican rhetoric of warfare and civic crisis, and 

equated the struggle to cleanse bodies of plague yeasts with one to purify citi-
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zens. Commandants, échevins, and the marechaussée ordered summary trials 

and executions, banished individuals who expressed interests contrary to public 

order and health and, according to critics, led brutal reigns of terror. Steeped in 

municipal traditions but unpre ce dented in their association with royal power, 

Marseille’s emergency systems established an austere municipal order that ad-

ministrators and citizens understood as the source and product of civic virtue.

This rhetoric of restoring virtue was, above all, critical of commerce. Behind 

the idea of the commercial republic that had taken hold from the conquest of 

1660  were deeper traces of ambivalence about the market, which  were reacti-

vated. During the plague, commandants and civic volunteers in Marseille re-

jected commercial civic spirit and criticized the négociants who had led the Bu-

reau de la santé. They argued that these had betrayed the public good and placed 

their fi nancial interests over public health. While post- conquest urban expan-

sion and international trade stimulated new ideas that reconciled commerce 

with civic engagement, plague pressured this association and prompted a recon-

sideration of the market as a source of po liti cal and moral disintegration. As 

the social and po liti cal climate soured, those most closely associated with the 

exchange and traffi  cking of goods  were targeted as criminals and wrongdoers. 

These included merchants, contraband traffi  ckers, looters, and prostitutes.

During the epidemic, therefore, a city that was suddenly stripped of its inter-

national market saw royal military leaders and citizens craft a new order for 

Marseille centered on its republican history and noncommercial version of civic 

virtue. In this context, the French Crown emerged as a triumphant ally that 

helped Marseillais citizens redefi ne their civic community. The model of cen-

tralization based on streamlined bureaucratization and rational approaches to 

disease control took a backseat to a more nuanced form of royal intervention. 

Royal commandants donned their republican hats, reactivated a civic po liti cal 

vocabulary of virtue, and helped save Marseille from ruin. As in 1660, a disrup-

tive event saw the king’s men enter the city gates and emerge republican heroes.

moralizing plague: pre ce dents before 1720

Eyewitnesses of past plagues, from Giovanni Boccaccio in fourteenth- century 

Florence to Daniel Defoe in seventeenth- century London, expounded on the 

disappearance of civic activity during medical crisis. In the Decameron, Boccac-

cio described how survivors “abandoned their rightful city, their rightful homes.” 4 

Communal bonds disintegrated as citizens deserted their families; “brother for-

sook brother, uncle nephew . . .  wife, husband . . .  fathers and mothers refused 
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to tend their very children.”5 Defoe witnessed similar pro cesses in London; dur-

ing the plague, his “strangely altered” city became lifeless, with “streets . . .  

 usually thronged, now grown desolate.”6

Writers from previous epidemics agreed that plague destroyed communities 

by cultivating two extremes: by discontinuing healthy relationships and amplify-

ing perverted ones. Plague generated hedonism, an activity destructive of civic 

normalcy. Boccaccio wrote that “the executors of the laws  were either dead or ill 

like everyone  else, or  were left with so few offi  cials that they  were unable to do 

their duties; as a result, everyone was free to do what ever they pleased.” People 

disregarded prohibitions against congregating in public, drinking, and carry ing 

on sexual activity in public spaces, surrounded by the corpses, such as they 

 assumed they would soon become. Plague signifi ed and induced immorality.

Jean- Baptiste Bertrand’s comments in Marseille, with which this chapter 

opened, closely echo the observations of social decay and civic negligence docu-

mented by Boccaccio and Defoe, indicating the longevity of this moral discourse 

on plague. Doctors and administrators shared such attention to the disappear-

ance of civic cohesion and morality, as evidenced in règlements and ordres issued 

during early modern epidemics. Emergency laws relegated absolute power to 

magistrates to contain social and po liti cal disorder, while outlining methods for 

volunteerism to guide inhabitants to prioritize general welfare over personal 

interests. A mid- seventeenth- century plague author urged magistrates, “true 

physicians of the people,” to “use draconian methods through the law they es-

tablished for the preservation of the state . . .  to maintain the  whole body, and 

to prefer the general interests to the par tic u lar.”7

Treatises like the Ordres à observer pour empescher que la peste ne se communi-

que hors les lieux infectez, printed in Paris in 1668, released to municipal magis-

trates, the authority to act with “complete severity” and “punish by death” infrac-

tions against general order.8 They advocated the use of surveillance, witness 

denunciations, and purges to contain the epidemic and maintain po liti cal and 

social stability. Surveillance systems or ga nized by magistrates counted on civic 

mobilization. Citizens formed the core of the emergency Bureau de la santé, an 

offi  ce “composed of the chief justice, the mayor or échevins, and a health inten-

dant in each quarter chosen from the most honest of men . . .  that had all author-

ity in health and police.”9 The bureau provided health intendants in each quarter 

with citizen- syndics. Each syndic supervised citizen- sentinels chosen “for their 

probity.” They prepared lists of inhabitants and keys to all  houses. The syndics 

led citywide quarantines, took roll and received medical reports from the sick. If 

a licensed surgeon suspected plague, guards and carters called “crows” (cor-



v i r t u e  w i t h o u t  c o m m e r c e  135

beaux) escorted the patient and his or her  house mates to one of three infi rma-

ries: for those sick with plague, those suspected of being ill, and those in conva-

lescence. Meanwhile, citizen- militias guarded the Hôtel de Ville and the city’s 

quarters, “to render prompt obedience of the people, the most absolute authority 

of the magistrates, and to survey all disorders and robberies.”10 Additionally, emer-

gency health bureaus also counted on civic volunteers— men and women— to 

serve as spies and denouncers to facilitate surveillance. No military or police 

experience was required; “all artisans and peasants  were capable” of participat-

ing.11 They turned in those who concealed their sick or sicknesses. They rounded 

up vagrants and those who evaded quarantines. Health intendants patrolled 

their subordinates, “to know if the syndics carried out [their duties], to receive 

the claims of the inhabitants, and to survey their actions.”12

Though plague manuals called for the joint eff orts of magistrates and citizen- 

volunteers, surveillance systems often remained an unrealized ideal. Volunteers 

fl ed or fell victim to plague; replacements  were diffi  cult to fi nd. “Thousands of 

people die, as much from the absence of the principal and best bourgeois of the 

city who retire to the country to save their lives,” François Ranchin wrote, noting 

that those who fl ed the city in this way included doctors, the prévôt de marchands 

(i.e., the de facto mayor), and the échevins. “During times of precaution,” he con-

tinued, “one can fi nd numerous volunteers to serve the city; but when the need 

arrives to serve the city in times of plague, one fi nds few, because each wants to 

avoid peril.”13 The recurrence of such complaints suggests that the methods 

outlined in plague ordres  were often unrealized rather than followed in their 

entirety.

Given the discrepancy between ideal and actual situations, medical and ec-

clesiastic personnel reinforced administrative elites’ calls for civic ser vice. An 

example of the crossover between political- administrative and religious writ-

ing, the ecclesiastic Maurice de Toulon’s Le Capucin charitable (1662), a much- 

reprinted book in the seventeenth century, discussed how to maintain public 

order. In its preface, the author prided himself on his own eff orts for the public 

good: “I cannot off er [my readers] simple speculations, like the phi los o phers, 

who by their beautiful thoughts have built a republic of paper [république de 

 papier] that never had substance. I only write of what I have practiced myself 

in several cities in France and Italy [for] over twenty- fi ve years in ser vice of the 

plague- stricken.” Packed with religious imagery and biblical allusions, the Ca-

pucin charitable laid out “the po liti cal order that messieurs the magistrates must 

establish in cities affl  icted by plague,” and stressed how magistrates and in-

habitants had to serve “the common good of the public.”14 Maurice de Toulon 
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specifi ed that administrative leaders and citizen- volunteers had to possess “dis-

interestedness and . . .  have nothing other than the public interest.”15 The desire 

for personal gain or power was not a legitimate reason. “I have seen men eager 

to become health inspectors, not out of motives of ser vice, but to serve their 

own interests.”

Plague texts denounced all forms of egotism and frowned on professions or 

behaviors linked with personal profi t or plea sure. In this regard, municipal au-

thorities and medical and ecclesiastic leaders came down hard on “depraved 

concupiscence” by merchants, “vagabonds, public whores, and other useless and 

scandalous people,”16 exacting severe punishments for those who contravened 

quarantine mea sures, hid infected people and merchandise, or failed to report 

for curfews. The physician Nicolas de Valeriolle wrote during the outbreak 

in 1630 that man, an animal “with virile force, vital spirits, and natural heat,” 

fell prey to instincts when the plague’s “vaporous humidity” tinkered with their 

“spirits, desires, and imagination.”17 Combined with “a generous [dose] of wine,” 

such emotions led to “the depravation of mores, bad habits, and all that ruins 

man, [they] led to disorder of generations . . .  and in all cases, imbecility.” Mag-

istrates issued punishments for promiscuous activity, charging that it spread 

immorality, plague, and “hereditary diseases” like leprosy, epilepsy, gout, and 

stones.

Plague writers justifi ed authoritarian rule by arguing that self- interest was a 

public hazard that had to be punished severely. François Ranchin (1630) wrote 

that “justice must be rigorous against plague victims who communicate with 

the healthy, and even more severe against those who insist on communicating 

or spreading plague among the people.”18 In his Le prosélite charitable (1666), 

Pierre Gabriel argued that if administrators used “draconian methods through 

the law they established for the preservation of the state, they did so to maintain 

the  whole body, and to prefer the general interest to the par tic u lar.”19 Prisoners 

and the poor recruited to dispose of bodies bore the brunt of these laws. “The 

extraordinary means, when the superiors are constrained to force these poor 

people in this exercise, seems cruel and pitiable, and against the laws of justice 

and of charity, but nevertheless, where necessity reigns, laws can lose their 

 authority.”20 Civic administrators agreed that the establishment of health and 

order justifi ed ruthless methods.
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adopting and rejecting pre ce dents: 
parlement, marseille, and plague, 1501– 1720

What  were the established local modes of plague containment in Provence and 

Marseille, and how  were these systems put into play and updated in 1720? 

The  parlement in Aix traditionally collaborated with plague- stricken cities 

in  Provence to or ga nize emergency communal mobilization. Sixteenth- and 

seventeenth- century mémoires instructifs, règlements, and ordres contre la peste show 

parlement and municipal governments working together since the sixteenth 

century. The parlement issued directions for cordons, quarantines, and disin-

fections, while the municipalities mobilized citizens to carry out these initia-

tives. “Première cour de justice souveraine,”21 the parlement had wielded su-

preme power over criminal justice during medical crises since its creation in 

1501.22

The Arrêt et règlement général fait par la chambre ordonnée en temps de vacations 

du parlement de Provence pour la conservation de la santé publique (1629) illustrates 

the typical rules the parlement generated for plagued communities. Its hundred 

and thirty- fi ve articles ordered the consuls of plague- stricken cities to post all 

bulletins announcing epidemics, to establish bureaux de la santé, and to or ga-

nize guards to interdict travel.23 It ordered closure of public events, markets, 

cabarets, and public  houses, and the hospitalization of those suspected of being 

sick. Offi  cers would have to slaughter cats and dogs and disinfect streets and 

homes with “laurel, rosemary, juniper, lavender, storax, and other herbs.” In no 

fewer than twenty articles, the Arrêt outlined rules for disinfecting people, car-

riages, merchandise, and textiles.24

The parlement and Marseille followed pre ce dents when plague broke out in 

1720. The parlement’s decrees focused on quarantine, barricades and food dis-

tribution. They ordered the municipal leaders to register the sick, burn suspected 

merchandise, and establish corps- de- garde and certifi cats de santé.25 They allocated 

grain, fi xed prices, and ordered markets opened in Marseille’s healthy zones on 

Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays.26 They forbade smuggling. The parlement 

required doctors to off er ser vice; abandoning the city would result in the confi s-

cation of their titles.27 It stressed that disobedience would result in galley sen-

tences, whippings for women, and occasionally, death.

Meanwhile, Marseille’s échevins mobilized the civic militia and volunteers. 

City captains heading fi fty- man companies, the citizen militia, and fi ve Brigades 

du privilège du vin took turns escorting the municipal leaders during their city 

tours. On 3 August 1720, the échevins established 150 commissaires in the city’s 
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fi ve parishes.28 Volunteer captains and subcommissioners spread out through 

the neighborhoods to look after “the needs of the poor, distribute bread and other 

provisions at the expense of the community, and work toward everything pre-

scribed for the public good and health.” Neighborhoods  were nonetheless aban-

doned as volunteers died or fl ed. Concern that offi  cials would abandon the city 

ran rampant. The Bureau de la santé therefore recruited in for mants within its 

or ga ni za tion, ordering that “all negligence will be reported, [as will] conniving 

by intendants, to the court, which will judge appropriately; . . .  prevaricators will 

suff er painful severity, and denouncers will be compensated.”29 Meanwhile, the 

échevins recruited ecclesiastics, knighted négociants, and galley slaves to collect 

bodies for burial.30 Desertion was punishable by death.

By the third month of the plague, however, traditional collaborative links be-

tween Marseille’s échevins and the parlement withered when the Aixois magis-

trates relocated to Saint- Rémy- de- Provence and ultimately dispersed as a result of 

the plague’s appearance in Aix. On 4 August 1720, the échevins petitioned the 

king for a transfer of judicial authority, normally held by parlementary magis-

trates. Citing “the disorders that arrive in times of contagion, and the need that 

exists for a swift power to reprimand and make examples to contain malefactors,” 

the échevins “wrote to the prémier président to obtain from His Majesty similar 

letters patent.” This request for extraordinary judicial power was not unpre ce-

dented: the échevins reminded the royal intendant that whenever the city has been 

affl  icted by the plague, as in 1580, 1630, 1649, and 1650, kings had always granted 

letters of patent to their pre de ces sors giving them the power to judge all crimes.31

The Crown acquiesced. It designated the échevins as substitute judges and 

ordered them to keep parlement informed of all sentences. It specifi ed three pro-

cesses for diff erent kinds of crimes and sentences. “In ordinary cases,” it ordered, 

“criminal pro cesses will be judged by ordinary judges who reside in the city or, 

in their absence, by at least three consuls and lawyers.” Lesser crimes and sen-

tences “that carry no corporal punishment and that only impose pecuniary fi nes 

of 100 livres or less will be dealt with as provided for notwithstanding appeal.” 

For crimes and sentences that “carry the penalties of death, torture, the galleys, 

or other corporal punishment,” the “consuls” or échevins of Marseille would 

“oversee the execution of said sentences; the rec ords of these criminal pro cesses 

would be [transcribed], soaked in vinegar [for disinfection] and provided to the 

clerk of our court.”32 Marseille’s échevins thus enjoyed total legal, judicial, and 

executive power. The monarchy approved “all procedures, ordinances, sentences, 

and judgments in criminal cases” of the police in Marseille. The échevins and 

police commissioners enjoyed “a power that was absolute.”33



View of the port of Marseille from the Hôtel de Ville. Courtesy Archives municipales de la ville de Marseille, 
11Fi41.
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The Crown then buttressed the échevins’ powers by implementing martial law. 

On 12 September 1720, the king appointed Charles de Langeron, Chef d’escadre des 

galères et maréchal des camps et armées du Roy as commandant of Marseille.34 In de-

pen dent from parlement, the military commandants through Provence became 

direct liaisons between municipal leaders and the Crown. They became, with the 

échevins, chief executors of martial law, with sovereign power in municipal admin-

istration and police. Langeron continued the échevins’ appeal to Marseillais to es-

tablish volunteer corps to police, quarantine, and disinfect inhabitants and their 

belongings. He and the échevins directed cases against suspects who jeopardized 

physical and moral order, calling citizens as witnesses. Most important, he mobi-

lized the civic rhetoric of virtue, encouraging Marseillais to follow the examples of 

dedicated citizens whom he likened to republican heroes from the classical past.

republican virtue and a royal commandant

While early modern French plague ordres and règlements repeated calls for civic 

commitment, moral altruism, and authoritarian severity, it was particularly in 

The Cours of Marseille during the plague. Courtesy Archives municipales de la ville de 
Marseille, 11Fi27.
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Provence that such calls  were couched in republican language. During epidem-

ics, local writers revived classical meta phors, plotted their own medical catastro-

phe into the historical narratives of ancient Provençal republics, and applied the 

script of a republic in crisis to represent the actions of their administrative elites 

and citizens who displayed exemplary civic behavior. In 1629, for example, 

plague writers celebrated “the virtuous actions, extensively practiced during the 

plague in the city of Arles, the sixth Roman colony.” Praising the consuls’ civic 

dedication during epidemics, Nicolas de Valeriolle claimed that in Arles, Roman 

virtue had “continued [to exist] from father to son until our own century.” He 

traced the city’s consular government to the ancient Arlesian republic and claimed 

that “the wise council” of said government “served as the impenetrable bastion” 

against the plague. These leaders  were “true pères de la patrie,” who “imitated 

Achilles,”35 and other Greek heroes. Whether in Arles, Aix, Marseille, Saint- Rémy 

or in other Provençal villages, writers, poets, and artists reanimated the image 

of consuls and citizens resuscitating the virtues of ancient Greece and Rome.

In 1720, the royal commandant Charles de Langeron strengthened civic moral-

ized responses to medical disaster and rekindled the rhetoric of republican virtue. 

One of the most telling reactions to Langeron’s arrival in Marseille emerges in the 

published journal of the royal prosecutor, Pichatty de Croissante. Croissante saw 

in Langeron a charismatic consul comparable to Pericles and the Roman republi-

can Marius Caius: “[Langeron] inspired . . .  in all citizens, those healthy as well as 

the sick, in all people in general, as much joy, plea sure, and happiness as confi -

dence, strength, and courage; one can no longer believe that one can die under 

such a dignifi ed commandant.”36 Croissante observed that “the Roman consuls 

fi lled themselves with l’amour de leur patrie; but they never steadfastly pushed 

their zeal this far.” In his view, Langeron and the échevins earned “the just title of 

pères de la patrie, by the ardor with which they have exposed their lives.” Always 

disposed to the community, “Langeron was on his  horse from morning until 

night . . .  scornful of danger, to remedy drawbacks that seemed insurmountable, 

forcing others to do the same by his example.”37 Local historians and poets echoed 

Croissante’s sentiments. Jean- Baptiste Bertrand exclaimed, “History boasts of the 

courage and valor of the ancient Roman consuls in their military expeditions, but 

is not a greater fortitude requisite to brave the dangers of contagion than those of 

war?”38 Martial imagery abounded, with references to Mars, Alexander the Great, 

Ulysses, and Nestor, as well as to Julius Caesar’s conquest of Massilia.39

Contemporary Marseillais employed mythical and republican allusions to 

honor their own native volunteers as well. One of these was Charles Roze (1671– 

1733), a Marseillais chevalier of the Order of Saint Lazarus, knighted by Louis 
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XIV for his military ser vices against Spain. Roze returned to Marseille during 

the plague, and recruited galley slaves to dispose of corpses around the Vieux 

Port. Authors described how he dismounted from his  horse, collected bodies, 

distributed food and disinfectants, and or ga nized hospital care. “Monsieur Roze, 

commander of the Order of Saint Lazarus,” the caption to a celebrated engraving 

by J. B. de Troy read, “endangered himself for the health of his patrie during the 

height of morbidity, collecting in one day countless plague cadavers piled at the 

Place de la Tourette, where the fumes carried death everywhere, and by the suc-

cess of such a dangerous enterprise, saved all his fellow citizens.” 40 Even a century 

later, a writer lauded the “noble virtues” of this “generous citizen,” who “only 

seemed to exist for others.” 41

These descriptions of Langeron and Roze did more than activate allusions to 

classical Greece, Rome, and Provençal antiquity; they revived local classical re-

publican consciousness. Poems and histories written during the plague glori-

The plague in the city of Marseille in 1720 (1723). Courtesy Archives municipales de la ville 
de Marseille, 11Fi12.
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fi ed the ancient republics of Massilia, Arles, and Avignon, depicted commercial 

luxury as inviting corruption, and celebrated the heroes who had appeared to 

save the republics. Marseille, one poet began, had “many citizens and great men /  

Honored long ago for its great warriors /  . . .  Famous for its port that supplied 

the opulent merchant and the brave soldier.” Of Arles, the same poet wrote, 

“This city [was] once equal to Rome.” After revitalizing the utopian myth of such 

classical republics, poets and historians lamented how once- perfect republics 

fell into decay. “A formerly formidable people became, in a few days, deplorable.” 

“Avarice corrupts interest,” and “theft, killings, arrogance . . .  and the tyranny 

that virtue detests” took over the community. Only the “heroism” of Langeron 

and other pères de la patrie had restored peace and order for “the common good.” 42

This narrative of perfect republics, their fall, and their restoration embodied 

a set of behavior patterns, models, and meta phors that Marseillais administra-

tors deployed in 1720 in response to the plague. Their “script” valued martial 

steadfastness, self- sacrifi ce, and devotion to the common good; it condemned 

self- interest, tyranny, and cowardice. It rested on polar oppositions: virtue versus 

vice, and republic versus anarchy. Once put into play, it provided a template 

for the royal commandant and his échevin allies to shape their administrative 

policies during the epidemic.

virtue meets emergency military justice

The administrative association between the royal military and Marseille’s échev-

ins was a peculiar and unlikely one. Langeron expressed his distaste for mer-

chants during his tenure in Marseille. Moreover, he did not have any par tic u lar 

attachment to the city to which the Crown had appointed him. The échevins  were 

négociants and Marseillais citizens, men who had made their fortunes and estab-

lished their reputations in international trade with the Ottoman Empire. How 

could these two groups, military personnel and elite négociant- administrators, 

join forces to police the plague- stricken city?

The plague provided both with an extraordinary amount of power. The échev-

ins found their administrative and judicial authority expanded with the absence 

of parlement and the temporary closure of the Chamber of Commerce and other 

commercial institutions. It was in their interests, therefore, to remain on good 

terms with the royal military, which provided the arms necessary to preserve 

such authority. This alliance remained stable so long as the échevins relinquished 

their identity as merchants and focused on maintaining social and po liti cal order. 

By the epidemic’s end, they began donning their merchants’ hats once more, and 
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the question of who, the échevins or the royal commandants, had the interests of 

the community more in mind would lead to struggles between them.

But in the early months of the plague, Langeron and the échevins worked in 

lockstep. The échevins complied when Langeron decreed ordonnances par le Roy 

mandating civic cooperation. They ordered citizen- guards to mark stores, apart-

ments, ware houses, and markets for surveillance.43 They ordered guards to sub-

mit inventories of belongings found in vacant homes to the Hôtel de Ville. They 

generated a list of forbidden acts that would elicit punishment. These included 

disregard for curfews, concealment and hoarding of possessions suspected of 

contamination, and spreading the plague either by association with the sick or 

by careless actions.

The Crown’s proviso of extraordinary emergency powers allowed the com-

mandant and échevins to arrange emergency courts against malefactors modeled 

on military procedures. Criminals  were judged by a chamber of police presided 

by the commandant. This tribunal of échevins and commissaires of police “had 

become sovereign.” 44 Once discovered, the off ender was imprisoned at the Con-

ciergerie du Palais Royal. Interrogations run by a commissaire followed. The de-

fendant was ordered to state his name, age, and domicile and to answer leading 

questions that called for responses in the affi  rmative or negative. Meanwhile, the 

plaintiff s provided a description of the off ense in a private audience with the 

same commissaire who had interrogated the defendant. The police collected wit-

nesses or spies evaluated by the commissaire or the commandant. Subsequently, 

the chamber, consisting of the commandant, échevins, and commissaires, presided 

over a confrontation between the witnesses and defendant. A confrontation be-

tween the plaintiff  and defendant, and sentencing, followed. Finally, the royal 

prosecutor Pichatty de Croissante summarized the aff air and verdict, providing 

a copy for police rec ords.45

The commonest crime throughout the outbreak was burgling abandoned 

buildings, for which the standard punishment was imprisonment for life in the 

galleys. In a trial involving “burglary of goods suspected of contagion,” the ring-

leader and his collaborator  were sentenced to life and nine years in the galleys, 

respectively, while their two female partners  were banished from Marseille.46 

Escape or return to the city would be on “pain of death.” Another crime, the carry-

ing of arms, also resulted in a harsh penalty. Laurens Audrie, “taken by surprise 

with prohibited arms in the street at night by offi  cers and soldiers,” was sen-

tenced to nine years in the galleys, and death if caught attempting escape.47

While pro cesses regarding theft and possession of arms remained consistent 

through the plague, the tribunal increasingly focused on other forms of corrup-
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tion once parlement adjourned in November 1720. Believing that the plague led 

to the “depravity of morals” and “enormous crimes,” it intensifi ed eff orts to rein 

in sexual activity. Langeron observed how inhabitants satisfi ed their pleasures 

while disregarding civic ser vice; widows and widowers  were “marrying again 

immediately,” while prostitutes jeopardized public order. He ordered a curfew, 

shutting down taverns and “houses of plea sure.” 48 “Women of excess . . .  and 

their accomplices” faced “summary pro cesses.” 49 Spies located where “prostitu-

tion . . .  perpetuated the mal contagieux.”50 According to Jean- Baptiste Bertrand, 

Langeron searched “the city and country for all suspected persons,” and “fre-

quent executions repressed the licentiousness of the people . . .  many persons 

 were condemned to death, to the galleys, and to other punishments; and all civil 

aff airs  were referred to [the tribunal’s] jurisdiction.”51 Indeed, sexual crimes met 

the most severe punishments during the plague. While burglary resulted in gal-

ley sentences and banishments, “rape” trials habitually resulted in executions.

Why did the emergency tribunal focus on sex crimes during plague? What 

does this obsession with curtailing sexual recklessness reveal about how Lange-

ron and the échevins understood virtue and its relevance to civic order during 

medical catastrophe? Judging from available trial dossiers of “rape” cases in 

plague- stricken Marseille, one of the main sexual activities that the tribunal 

tried to curtail was prostitution. Prostitution while plague raged was particu-

larly reprehensible, because it was “commerce with men,”52 according to one 

trial record, and “commerce was prohibited in times of contagion.”53 Prostitution 

symbolized the worst excesses of commercial traffi  cking, including self- interest 

and disregard for public health and order. Religious condemnations of sexual 

excess directed from the pulpit, meanwhile, helped entrench this link between 

commercial depravity and sexual excess even further. Marseille’s bishop, Henri 

Xavier de Belsunce in par tic u lar issued numerous mandements during the epi-

demic relating commercial luxury to sexual overdrive and characterizing the 

city as a whore who sold herself for the riches of the Levant. He condemned the 

sexual indecency of her inhabitants, which he claimed had brought the city to 

its ruin: “O you, you libertines of the century!” he thundered; “you women and 

worldly girls forever shamelessly showing yourselves without waistbands, dis-

robed indecently and immodestly!”54

An analysis of proceedings against prostitutes and “rapists” during the 

plague demonstrates how municipal leaders departed from customary proce-

dures and proved more ruthless in the context of medical crisis. Rec ords from 

1710 to 1720 show that municipal administrators followed an established practice 

to confront prostitution prior to the plague. The practice conformed to the law of 
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23 February 1688 and Louis XIV’s letters patent dating to 1691. The échevins, 

whom the king appointed magistrates in this respect,  were to confi ne women 

certifi ed by the Bureau de la Maison des fi lles et femmes pénitentes to contrib-

ute to “public debauchery” in the Maison du refuge, rather than prison.55 Over 

three to fi ve years in the Maison du refuge, the wayward women would be reha-

bilitated through a religious program that included prayers, Mass, catechism, 

and meals consisting of bread, water, and soup. The director and the mother 

superior would help reform these women, dispensing rewards of “meat or some 

fruits . . .  if the girls regretted their disorders.”56 Those who failed to improve 

behavior would fi nd their daily portion of soup withdrawn. This program rested 

on the assumption that sexual deviance could be corrected through penitence.

During epidemics, emergency laws regarding sexual activity trumped cus-

tomary ones. Procedures against prostitution fell under the jurisdiction of 

Langeron and the échevins, rather than the superintendent of the Maison des fi lles 

et femmes pénitentes. The sentences became increasingly more severe than the 

customary penalty for prostitution during the ten years prior to the plague 

(which had remained consistent at three to fi ve years in the Maison de refuge). 

The sentencing of prostitutes to public whipping, banishment, and even death 

suggests that authorities steered away from the idea that prostitutes could be 

reformed. Rather than trying to “fi x” prostitutes, the tribunal led “summary 

pro cesses” that ended at times with capital punishment. When the prostitute 

was placed in the Maison de refuge, it was for a much longer period of fi ve to ten 

years, and she was taken there only after being publicly whipped.57

The case against the Marseillaise Pelisson sisters, Elisabeth and Catherine, 

demonstrates the typical procedures taken against prostitutes during the plague. 

The women had invited men into their home to sell themselves and another girl, 

Mariane Granier. After committing “a thousand disorders that scandalized their 

neighbors,” these women  were incarcerated for two months. While awaiting 

trial, they  were suspected of “being contaminated” and transferred to the Mai-

son de santé for “observation.” Mariane attempted escape, but she was caught. 

Such “continuous debauchery” and “public havoc” warranted “exemplary pun-

ishment,” because “copulation with persons suspected [of being infected] . . .  is 

very dangerous.”58

Once Commissioner of Police Dominique Alexis Estienne had taken the 

women into custody, he gathered witnesses. According to testimonies, commis-

sioners, guards, and neighbors attested to the women’s “indecent postures” and 

“public havoc”; it was alleged that they sang raunchy songs and had loud sex in 

the afternoon. One witness claimed that he had observed seven men and three 
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women in the  house committing “grave disorders.” Meanwhile, Estienne ques-

tioned the women at the Hôtel de Ville, and informed them that they would be 

judged summarily, with no chance of appeal. Mariane Granier admitted that she 

had indeed slept with men. The Pelisson sisters, however, denied all allegations 

of prostitution.

The royal prosecutor, Pichatty de Croissante, recommended that Mariane 

Granier ought to suff er the harshest penalty for her crime of “evading quaran-

tine . . .  and prostituting herself to men for money during these times of conta-

gion.” He “condemned her to be taken to an intersection near the city walls, 

where at its foot, she will be shot and beheaded.” As punishment of Elisabeth 

and Catherine Pelisson for their crime of “prostitution during the plague,” he 

called for double public whippings at all the public intersections of the city, after 

which they  were to be banished from the city in perpetuity. Any attempt to re-

turn would be punishable with death.59 At the last minute, the commandant 

overruled capital punishment: he sentenced them to public whippings followed 

by incarceration for nine and fi ve years respectively.

Prostitutes  were not the only ones condemned for sex crimes during the 

plague. Langeron and the municipal leaders  were particularly sensitive to the 

problem of sexuality in the context of a medical catastrophe that placed the family 

in crisis. Pestilence robbed mothers of their children, husbands of their wives, 

brothers of their siblings. Anxiety emerges in several accounts that emphasize 

the breakdown of the family and the confusion of sexual boundaries. The royal 

prosecutor Pichatty de Croissante described “the infi nite number of sick of both 

sexes and all ages, states, and conditions that are found sleeping in the streets 

and in public places . . .  on the pavement and avenues.”60 In a Discours sur ce qui 

s’est passé à Marseille pendant la Contagion, a Monsieur Terran wrote how “avarice 

brought families to their ruin in the widow and the orphan.” The healthy “aban-

doned their parents” in streets strewn with “completely naked cadavers of both 

sexes in every kind of condition.”61 The anarchic collection of nude, dismem-

bered, rotting corpses in the streets symbolized the utter disorder of bodies that 

the plague generated. Boundaries crumbled between home and street, the inte-

rior and the exterior, the family and the stranger. “Incestuous marriages and 

adulteries . . .  the violence of our passions” refl ected the “violence of the terrible 

plague.”62 The obsession over sexual order can be analyzed as an expression of 

the ambivalence toward bodily chaos, which in turn, was equated with civic and 

communal chaos. Emergency commissioners and judges maintained that fami-

lies had to be rehabilitated and prescribed gender roles had to be reestablished 

to restore order to the community.
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From the winter of 1720 on, Marseille experienced a rapid escalation of “rape” 

(rapt, viol) trials.63 Trials concerning the violation of prescribed gender roles 

rather than the violation of the victim’s body, these cases attempted to recon-

struct and protect the virtuous family. That the sexual man was a menace to fam-

ily emerges in the dossier of Honoré Taneron, who was obsessed with a woman.64 

At Easter 1719, the twenty- seven- year- old cloth merchant, originally from Cotig-

nac, laid eyes on Dorothée Gouff re, the twenty- fi ve- year- old daughter of a well- 

to- do Marseillais négociant, Joseph Gouff re. Taneron solicited Gouff re for eight 

months “with the intention of wedding her in legitimate marriage,” but she “dis-

missed” him. The stalker “fl uttered about the street of [her]  house.” He followed 

her repeatedly to Mass, where he “reproached her for the injustices she had com-

mitted in dismissing him.” She answered that she could only consent “when 

circumstances  were ready for the consummation of their marriage.”

One day in March 1720, circumstances seemed ready to Taneron. “Her 

mother and father having left for certain aff airs,” Taneron found Gouff re alone 

at home. He repeated his proposals and she replied “there  were certain diffi  cul-

ties that prevented her from agreeing.” Then he “enjoyed her carnally notwith-

standing all the re sis tance that she made to avoid what occurred again seven or 

eight more times on diff erent days when the mother and father  were away from 

the  house.” After repeated visits, Gouff re discovered she was pregnant.

On July 20, 1720, Taneron departed for his native Cotignac, promising to 

marry Gouff re upon his return. The plague, however, impeded him; he was de-

tained in his hometown for months. Meanwhile, Gouff re gave birth to a son, 

Honoré Marc Antoine, “to the great chagrin of her father and mother, from 

whom she had hidden her pregnancy.” Gouff re desired to legitimate her bastard 

child and called on Taneron to marry her. When Taneron ignored “the plaintiff  

perhaps on account of the pregnancy,” Gouff re turned him in to the police on 30 

June 1721.

The police clerk recorded the order to arrest Taneron on 2 July.65 Taneron’s 

day in court followed four days later. Questioned about his pursuit of Gouff re, 

his sexual relations with her, his fathering of the child, and Gouff re’s request for 

marriage, Taneron answered in the affi  rmative. He was reticent at his confronta-

tion with witnesses— all female neighbors of Gouff re’s— who claimed that they 

had seen Taneron on several occasions. In his second interrogation, Taneron 

expressed his fear of plague and his enduring desire to marry Gouff re. He com-

mented that “he wished to be freed from the prison where he remained with 

great fear due to the contagion.” When asked of his intentions regarding Gouf-

fre, he responded that he wished to marry her, both “to honor her and honor the 
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love that he had forever for her, as well as to legitimate the boy to whom she had 

given birth.”66

Langeron, however, called for the death penalty. Taneron had dishonored one 

of Marseille’s most notable families. He had violated sacrosanct familial 

relationships— between daughter and parents, husband and wife. “Because only 

our justice . . .  can repair the honor that has been stolen from the petitioner 

and . . .  from a harmonious family of honest people of the city,” Langeron called 

for swift judgment. Despite the plaintiff ’s father’s request that the court “provide 

a true father for the innocent [child],” the tribunal sentenced Taneron to death 

by hanging and strangulation.67

virtue and the market: questioning 
commercial civic spirit

While the commandant, échevins, and commissaires worked together to prosecute 

petty criminals, thieves, and prostitutes, one issue put pressure on their collab-

orative eff orts to rule Marseille during the plague: what to do with the domestic 

and international merchandise locked in ware houses and storage. The question 

of whether such valuables ought to be disinfected, confi scated, or saved for fu-

ture trade hinged on confl icting notions of whether négociants and commerce 

benefi ted or harmed the state and local community. At stake in these discus-

sions, therefore,  were the honor and virtue of négociants, as well as the viability 

of commercial civic spirit.

Until the plague, Marseillais criticism of commerce most often materialized 

from the religious angle; as articulated by Bishop Belsunce, this critique held 

that merchants  were individually sinful for pursuing material wealth, while they 

 were socially guilty for spreading luxury and covetousness. Langeron’s attacks 

against the city’s leading merchants launched secular denunciations of com-

merce. By restoring the traditional equation that pitted civic spirit and citizen-

ship against commercial activity, he reactivated the kind of mistrust of local 

merchants that Jean- Baptiste Colbert had revealed de cades before. Could mer-

chants think beyond their personal interests? Could merchants be good citi-

zens? The well- known facts that a merchant ship had carried plague to the city 

and that négociant-intendants of the Bureau de la santé had failed to prevent the 

catastrophe seemed to provide negative responses to these questions. Langeron 

condemned the négociants, charging that power and avarice corrupted them.

Langeron’s attacks against commercial civic spirit intensifi ed in the context of 

administrative discussions over disinfection. In the winter of 1720, he or ga nized 
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the city’s fi rst general disinfection, a pro cess whereby citizen volunteers fumi-

gated buildings, furniture, clothes, textiles, and papers with various herbs, oils, 

and vinegar. In August and September of 1722, after noting a rise in mortality, 

Langeron ordered another general disinfection, decreeing that this was neces-

sary “for the security of the entire kingdom.”68

Not all citizens  were willing to comply with these complicated pro cesses that 

involved registering, cleaning, and confi scating merchandise. Négociants in par-

tic u lar vocalized their re sis tance, insisting that such procedures violated their 

commercial freedom. An assembly of several Marseillais négociants drafted a 

memo justifying the uselessness of disinfection. While praising the comman-

dant, they stressed redundancy: “Monsieur de Langeron’s caution has been so 

great through the plague that it would not be possible to add anything to the 

order that he has already established,” they began, “all  houses, stores, bou-

tiques, mills, ateliers, religious  houses, communities and the merchandise, fur-

niture, and clothes that they contain have been purged, aerated, and perfumed 

several times, the timbering and frameworks washed with vinegar and the walls 

bleached.”69 Claiming “mission accomplished,” they stressed that no plague- 

stricken community— whether in En gland, Spain, Germany, Italy, or France— 

had enforced successive disinfections.

The négociants reluctantly suggested an alternative: they could each submit 

inventories confi rming that their merchandise was clean of plague. The négo-

ciants, however, claimed that this too was an “incon ve nience.” Citing the need 

for absolute discretion in commerce, they insisted that inventories could jeopar-

dize their credibility and status in the market. “It is an uncontestable fact that 

secrecy is the soul of business, and is particularly so in commerce,” the memo 

read, “Each négociant has his credit . . .  which he would be obliged to abandon, 

 were he to confess his resources.” “Many have nothing in their funds, others 

have no merchandise, some have neither,” it continued, “but as the merchant’s 

goal is to buy and sell, and to give oneself in blind confi dence founded on secrecy 

and in good faith with which one works in commerce, it would completely ruin 

and send an infi nite number of honest men into disorder, if obliged to make 

public the state of their aff airs.”

The merchants insisted that disclosure of each merchant’s possessions would 

not only ruin the merchant’s business but would destroy French commerce in 

general. If information in these inventories spilled into foreign hands, they 

would be alerted to France’s fi nancial secrets and profi t at the kingdom’s ex-

pense. Foreigners who “consume a great amount of Marseillais merchandise . . .  

will be informed of the quantities of merchandise, and they will adjust their 
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designs to [them . . .  ] they will manage their commissions to match the quantity 

that has been disclosed to them, in order to drive down our prices,” the Marseil-

lais négociants protested. This would spell disaster for city and state: “they will 

achieve the ruin of the place de Marseille, so that our négociants will be able to 

maintain neither their credit nor their reputation.” “This is of obvious interest 

to the state,” the négociants concluded; “[commerce] provides the means to sup-

port its charges, cultivate arts and industry, and procure im mense revenues for 

the king.”70 The Marseillais négociants mobilized the language of commercial 

civic spirit that predated the plague to frame their protests against disinfection. 

They assumed that commerce and the négociant benefi ted the state. They main-

tained that négociants’ interests and Marseille’s commercial strengths converged 

with those of the kingdom.

In 1722, however, the widely known facts about the plague’s origins rendered 

such arguments by merchants suspect. That Captain Chataud had introduced 

the plague into Marseille, whether through his own treachery or through the 

“complacence and inconsistency” of the merchant- run Bureau de la santé tar-

nished the notion that the parfait négociant was a good citizen of the virtuous 

marketplace. Two dominant stories regarding culpability had emerged; that the 

greedy merchant, Chataud, had manipulated his way into Marseille’s port, and, 

that self- interested négociant health intendants had rendered such treachery pos-

sible. While such rumors circulated around France, the governor of Provence, 

Marquis de Pilles, imprisoned Chataud “for contraventions to the ordinances of 

health, false declarations, having entered merchandise before purgation and for 

having favored the escape of a man on board during the quarantine.”71 Meanwhile, 

the captain and admiral of the royal navy in Marseille and Toulon discussed the 

culpability of the premier échevin: “This sordid interest has appeared completely 

criminal to His Highness, he has ordered me . . .  that you inform yourselves 

exactly of the interests of Sieur Estelle.”72 Unlike Chataud, the échevin had pa-

trons, the royal governor, Marquis de Pilles, and royal intendant Lebret who al-

lowed him to escape offi  cial condemnation. Nonetheless, such rumors helped 

associate commercial activity with plague. They tarnished commercial activity 

with the stain of self- interest.

This critique of commerce and elite merchants was not limited to Marseille. 

The infl ationary crisis that culminated throughout France from 1720 to 1722 as 

a result of the crash of John Law’s fi nancial system weakened commercial civic 

spirit. Law, the Scottish fi nancier- turned- controller- general who had persuaded 

French subjects to trade in paper money, had sparked an economic bubble that 

ended disastrously by 1720. Initially, Law’s misfortune in Paris did not directly 
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seem to aff ect Marseille. Early in the outbreak, the échevins received news that 

Law was sending them a contribution of 100,000 livres.73 The donation, however, 

was an empty one. Law ordered a deposit in his own banknotes, which had be-

come worthless after the French market crash of May 1720.74 The fl ustered échev-

ins wrote to Law: “We gave the 100,000 in cash . . .  to the Hôtel de la monnaye 

to change the banknotes,” but “they refused to convert them.”75 The money 

never materialized; John Law fl ed France for Belgium.

From the fall of Controller- General Law to the incarceration of Captain 

Chataud, from rumors about Estelle’s role in corrupting quarantines to the Mar-

seillais négociants’ unwillingness to comply with disinfection, the activities of 

fi nanciers and elite merchants seemed contrary to public welfare. Langeron’s 

unsympathetic stance toward Marseille’s négociants emerged out of a general 

shift in thinking about the market prompted by three years of medical and fi -

nancial catastrophe. In his Mémoire au sujet d’une désinfection générale, he pointed 

out that “if there has never been [complete disinfection] in the lazaretto of Mar-

seille, it is the par tic u lar interest of the négociants, who have always composed 

the principal part of the Intendance de la santé, which decided that over the 

[interests] of public security.” The “par tic u lar interests of the négociants,” Lange-

ron asserted, “must give way to those of public security.”76

The anonymous Mémoire sur les infi rmaries and Mémoire sur quelques abus qui 

se commettent dans les villes de Marseille et de Toulon à l’égard des quarantaines et 

de la santé repeated Langeron’s condemnation of commercial interests. Indicting 

the négociants of the lazaretto for complacency, the authors targeted commercial 

interests as the corrupting force that had led to the “tranquilization” of vigilance. 

“Because these intendants are for the most part négociants,” the fi rst Mémoire 

claimed, “they fi nd themselves always interested for themselves, their parents, 

or their friends.”77 They turned a blind eye to contraband. “Indulgence” and “the 

avarice of the captains [of the infi rmaries]” jeopardized Marseille and the king-

dom as a  whole.78 The Mémoires maintained that only “prompt punishment” and 

“discipline” could remedy corruption and “reconcile the conservation of health 

with the interests of the négociants.” One suggested that the Bureau de la santé 

be reformed by installing troops in French quarantine centers. The author pro-

posed that women be forbidden visitation. He suggested that lawyers remain in 

the lazaretto to “balance the authority of the négociants, who have taken posses-

sion of the entire city, under the pretext of favoring commerce, while they de-

stroy it [commerce] themselves by their par tic u lar interests, which operate often 

and completely against the public interest.”79 The second Mémoire was not so 

optimistic. Distrustful of the échevins who “were at the same time the judges and 
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the parties [judged],” the author argued that quarantines could not be led by 

merchants. He argued that the Crown ought to install spies to curb corruption 

within the Bureau de la santé. He proposed that the king name the captain of 

the infi rmaries and employ “denouncers” to report “negligence or the conniving 

of the health intendants.”80 In short, he called for more centralization.

Although the Bureau de la santé never realized the reforms proposed in these 

Mémoires, Langeron successfully passed his Acte déclaratif de l’état présent de la 

santé de la ville de Marseille et de la désinfection générale que y a été faite par ordre 

du Roy. Facing opposition by the échevins and merchants, he pressed the Crown 

for his second disinfection, which it ordered in December 1722 and bypassed the 

échevins, calling on Marseillais to “perfect the state of health in the city.”81 He 

installed new commissioners chosen from among “the most zealous inhabit-

ants” to ransack all ware houses, and stores of elite merchants. Langeron deter-

mined to see Marseille the civic community triumph over Marseille the com-

mercial city.

The commandant continued his eff orts even after the Crown announced the 

end of the epidemic in January 1723. Months after the Te Deum of Deliverance, 

Langeron issued another ordinance in August 1723. Asserting that “the public 

good that is our principal attention” required the “same zeal” “for virtue” that 

had “marked the times of our last calamity,” he solicited citizens to volunteer as 

spies to “denounce to us the places of prostitution and debauchery, prohibited 

games, the vagabonds and disreputable men, women of bad reputation, malefac-

tors, blasphemers, soothsayers, those who in the day or at night carry prohibited 

arms, and those who carry swords illegally.” They would ensure “that nothing 

will pass that can trouble public tranquility, and will report to us to avert illicit 

assemblies, tumults, emotions, and all disorders and violence.” Langeron repeated 

the theme of virtue that he emphasized throughout the epidemic: “Citizens . . .  

without any other view than that of being useful to the patrie” would keep Mar-

seille a city of “good order” and “mores.”82 Langeron remained a man of absolute 

oppositions: virtue versus corruption, self- interest versus the public good, 

earned him the title of père de la patrie.

the parlement’s last stand: tradition 
versus innovation

Langeron was determined to restore Marseille to order and virtue, but the par-

lement upon returning to Aix- en- Provence doubted that his eff orts  were as well- 

intentioned as he depicted. From the start, the new collaboration between the 
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monarchy and municipal leaders had aggravated the parlementary magistrates, 

who believed that the Crown had diminished their judicial authority by granting 

municipal offi  cials and royal commandants despotic power during crisis. The 

noble magistrates, therefore, remonstrated with the king, complaining that the 

innovations in administering justice and police through military commandants 

had generated chaos and tyrannical rule. The magistrates depicted Langeron 

and his subordinates as irrational, unjust, corrupt, and excessive. The comman-

dant and his men had provoked “universal derangement,” they claimed. “They 

elected themselves sovereigns of the province . . .  made laws . . .  appointed sub-

commandants, condemned [people] to death without the approval of [His] Maj-

esty . . .  revoked arrêts of parlement, and judged both civil and criminal cases in 

matters not concerning contagion.”83 Appealing to tradition, reason, and citizen-

ship, the parlement insisted that the institutionalization of martial law in the 

plague- stricken provinces of Provence had made a travesty of justice for three 

years.

The magistrates saw justice in parlementary tradition and arbitrary despo-

tism in innovation. “Abuse [comes] from a system that is new and artifi cial,” they 

claimed. They invoked the parlement’s two- centuries- long experience in polic-

ing plague to assert that they alone had the accrued wisdom needed to run a 

lawful police force. “Legitimate jurisdiction,” they insisted, was “perpetuated by 

tradition from father to son,” and could never be trusted to “innovations.” Skepti-

cal of the new, they insisted that “ancient authority” had to be reestablished to 

ensure “good rules and healthy discipline.”84 The use of commandants, “a system 

as new as it is artifi cial,” was founded on “neither law nor legitimate usages.” It 

had introduced a “despotic” and “arbitrary sovereign power.”85

The magistrates attributed this despotism to the commandants’ lack of citi-

zenship and civility. Parlementary magistrates, they asserted, “are judges but at 

the same time citizens of the province.” They stressed that citizens possessed 

property and shared a sense of kinship with fellow citizens who likewise held 

property and goods in the province. Commandants and soldiers, they argued, 

 were not citizens. As itinerant soldiers, they imported their mercenary disci-

pline into civil aff airs, regarding Provence as their “conquered land.” They intro-

duced the “examples of barbaric nations” into civilized society, “killing men 

without subscribing to any sort of formality, without understanding the accused, 

follow[ing] in their judgments no other rule that that of caprice and their own 

interest.” They disregarded the fundamental “law of the state” that required par-

lementary pro cess for crimes involving corporal punishment. The commandants 

armed themselves against the inhabitants, “burned, pillaged, drove up taxes and 
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duties,” and sentenced innocent citizens to death. “This abuse of the public,” par-

lement stressed, was “an example of lèse- majesté.” The commandants and their 

troops  were bloodthirsty men of war with no understanding of civic duties or 

virtues. They  were “enemies of the nation.”86

Such noncitizens, the magistrates continued, understood no law but that of 

passion, self- interest, and avarice. The commandants’ military discipline, they 

charged, rested on “pop u lar emotions” and  were “always arranged by interested 

parties.” The magistrates accused Langeron and the many commandants in-

stalled in Provence of taking advantage of royal letters patent and the parlement’s 

absence to extend their powers illegally, trade in contraband, and raise duties for 

their own profi t. Langeron in par tic u lar, the magistrates argued, plainly demon-

strated his excesses; he presided over trials relating to “rape and all other ordi-

nary misdemeanors,” he annulled parlementary arrêts, fi xed currency rates, and 

imposed taxes without the Crown’s consent.87 Finally, the commandant had 

shown his “despotic authority” in his unnecessary general disinfection that dis-

regarded the principle of “liberty of commerce.”

In all these actions, the magistrates charged, the commandants acted for 

their own interests to the detriment of the public. The aristocratic magistrates 

off ered a conservative judicial critique of royal martial law, exposing Langeron 

and his subordinates’ virtue as a charade; these military personnel had pack-

aged their personal interests as a passion for the general good. The magistrates 

pleaded for a return to orthodoxy. Seeing the nobility as guardians of citizen-

ship, the parlement looked for stability in the past.

The plague and its aftermath saw various parties— commandants, échevins, 

and parlement— off er competing defi nitions of citizenship and various ways of 

discerning the public good. Plague disrupted the belief that commercial pur-

suits  were virtuous, the merchant was an exemplary citizen, and the market-

place was the laboratory of virtue. Once plague destabilized this commercial civic 

spirit, Marseillais échevins and police commissaires, parlementary magistrates, 

and royal commandants redefi ned ways of or ga niz ing and ruling over citizens 

and subjects. The commandant and échevins used the language of civic partici-

pation and virtue to sustain their severe laws that they believed  were the only 

foolproof method to revive civic spirit. Later, the échevins and négociants broke 

their alliance with Langeron, protesting his disinfections by making claims on 

behalf of commerce, merchants, and their concern for the state’s public good. 

Finally, the parlement saw noble virtue and citizenship as fundamentally op-

posed to the commandants’ versions of civic spirit. It was attempting to restore 

a municipal order founded on tradition, social hierarchy, and property.
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The Crown sided, ultimately, with Commandant Langeron. Parlement never 

recovered its policing privileges during epidemics. But plague never reappeared 

in France.

beyond provence: plague and modern 
structures of power

Severe, authoritarian responses to plague instituted by Commandant Langeron 

and the Marseillais échevins  were limited neither to Provence nor to France; in-

deed, the strengthening of royal and municipal authority during time of plague 

has attracted the attention of historians who have observed in such develop-

ments the emergence of modern systems of discipline and governance. These 

argue that the early modern period saw secular administrators assume more 

power in controlling the bodies of their subjects.88 Examples of growing secular 

authoritarianism can be found, for example, in En gland, where the Plague Act 

of 1604 allowed penal sanctions to be used for quarantining the sick. The same 

law gave watchmen power to implement quarantines. “Anyone found wandering 

with a plague sore could be hanged,” Mark Harrison states.89

Meanwhile, other historians have compared plague administration to mecha-

nisms of terror and revolutionary government; René Baehrel has written that 

“France under the Terror only revived what each community knew in times of 

contagion.”90 The rounding up of suspects, summary executions, and the collec-

tive mentality against self- interested individuals  were, for Baehrel, common to 

both diseased and revolutionary spaces. He and Foucault characterize early mod-

ern responses to plague as a fundamentally modern one. They show that admin-

istrative control assumed a new utopian vision that sought to maximize authority, 

transparency, and repression, albeit under republican or demo cratic regimes. 

For such historians, this could only happen in a modern state that had developed 

enough networks to support total surveillance.

My study has attempted to show that such emergency systems  were not solely 

indicative of the development of modern systems of surveillance and repression; 

rather, old and new systems competed and interacted. In plague- stricken Mar-

seille, a city forced to suspend commerce during medical crisis, administrative 

elites and citizens had several traditional tools to formulate responses to plague 

and to forge alternative principles of civic or ga ni za tion sans commerce. The rep-

ertoire of austere po liti cal plague meta phors that pitted corruption against vir-

tue, the historical sources that emphasized the polarity between healthy and sick 

republics, and the ordres that outlined how to conduct police formed a collection 
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of civic rituals and institutions that predated monarchical power. While Marseil-

lais administrators reactivated these traditions, the Crown provided them with 

new options, new tools and collaborators, and new choices. This royal interven-

tion strengthened some traditional apparatuses while weakening others. Most 

notably, it undermined parlementary cooperation with the city. However, it al-

lowed Marseillais échevins to achieve an unpre ce dented level of authority and 

power. While old plague- containment sources outlined utopian goals of absolute 

virtue and health, the combination of municipal traditions with the Crown’s 

new systems of governance provided the energy to realize these objectives. Old 

goals  were realized with new agents of power, while their accomplishments  were 

understood through old languages of civic republicanism.

In this sense, modern centralization did not triumph during the plague, but 

the modernizing French state helped realize traditional civic ideals. This inter-

section of seemingly incompatible options— between tradition and innovation, 

Marseille’s republican past and royalist future— was precisely the phenomenon 

that allowed Marseillais administrators repeatedly to reformulate viable civic 

identities for their city in the context of French royal state- building and ampli-

fi ed foreign pressures. From the conquest of 1660, Marseillais elites—échevins, 

négociants, and robe nobility— saw the monarchy repeatedly interfering in “the 

old way of doing things,” from changing rules for administration and commer-

cial activities to developing new mechanisms of health surveillance. While the 

Marseille born out of Colbert’s mercantilist designs diff ered vastly from the 

Marseille of 1720 that temporarily renounced commercial activities, one thing 

remained rather consistent: the Marseillais administrators’ abilities to adapt to 

new royal strategies of governance without relinquishing old civic habits and 

practices. Thus, both in 1660 and in 1720, civic leaders credited the Crown with 

having restored ancient Marseille: Louis XIV breathed commercial vigor into 

Massilia, and the Regent reestablished its virtue.



c h a p t e r  s i x

While civic leaders and physicians attributed plague to foreign yeasts and anti- 

social acts of self- indulgence, another group of elites— religious personnel— 

reactivated a traditional plague discourse of divine punishment. They preached 

that God was unhappy with Marseille, that Jansenist heresy within the Church 

and immorality among the wider population had provoked God’s anger. Accord-

ing to Bishop Henri de Belsunce of Marseille, “the voice of the priest— that of 

the holy Church herself, and her formidable censures,  were spurned with con-

tempt by rebel sons, who dared to elect themselves judges and arbiters of the 

faith.”1 God, the bishop of Arles echoed, was punishing Provençals for “our spirit 

of revolt.”2 Agreeing that Jansenists’ “multiplied sacrileges”  were “the principal 

cause”3 of “the plague of error,” the bishops insisted that excommunication of 

heretics would restore the Catholic community to health.4

Such interpretations of and reactions to plague are hardly a surprise, given 

the ease with which medical, religious, and moral defi nitions of “contagion” could 

intersect in early modern Eu rope.5 One need only browse through the 1694 edi-

tion of the Dictionnaire de l’Académie française to see how medical catastrophe 

could prompt religious commentators to cry spiritual de cadence. Of the seven 

defi nitions provided for “contagion,” only two  were of a medical sort. While plague 

was the worst form of “communication of a malign malady,” “contagion” was 

also a fi gurative disease that included “vice,” “heresy,” “wicked mores,” and 

“evil things communicated by frequentation or example.”6

If ecclesiastics had associated spiritual corruption with plague for centuries, 

what was par tic u lar about how these utterances materialized in 1720? How did 
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they interact with secular calls for civic engagement? How did commerce factor 

into this religious response? Did religious reactions to plague strengthen civic 

republican traditions in southern France?

During the plague of 1720, traditional religious responses, including rhetori-

cal and physical attacks on Jews, non- Christians, non- Frenchmen, and non- 

indigenous inhabitants, remained muffl  ed. Rather, the loudest religious reactions 

to the epidemic developed out of doctrinal arguments within the Catholic com-

munity that predated the medical catastrophe. These discussions belonged to a 

broader religious conversation in late seventeenth and early eighteenth- century 

France regarding Church governance and the proper limits to papal authority. Be-

fore the plague, Jansenists— Augustinian Catholics in France protesting ultra-

montanist claims— began invoking Gallican traditions to argue that the Church, 

represented by a general council, was superior to the pope.7 Comparing the coun-

cil’s responsibility to restrain papal authoritarianism to citizens’ rights to oppose 

tyranny, Provençal Jansenists and their supporters in the parlement in Aix ideal-

ized civic participation. The Church, they argued, should be governed like a repub-

lic. The orthodox establishment responded by condemning all forms of “immoral-

ity,” including Gallican heresy, sexual corruption, and commercial luxury. When 

plague arrived in 1720, Jansenists and orthodox Catholics interpreted it as God’s 

punishment for religious de cadence and perceived plague- stricken Marseille as 

a divinely chosen locus for a showdown between heterodoxy or orthodoxy.

In this context, questions of religious devotion and civic spirit converged in 

several ways. Three kinds of civic practices that emerged in plague- stricken 

Marseille— collective baroque ritual, charitable ser vice, and public discussion— 

demonstrate that as with the republicanism discussed in chapter 5, religious 

responses to epidemic brought together old practices with new vocabularies. 

First, the religious establishment, led by Belsunce, consecrated Marseille to the 

Sacred Heart of Jesus. By or ga niz ing a collective and public ritual of atonement 

to re- Catholicize the city, Belsunce integrated Marseille’s civic space into his 

project for religious renewal. Public spaces once used for commercial exchange 

became sites for communion with God. Meanwhile, discussions over serving 

dying plague victims fused religious charity to acts of civic spirit. Jansenists and 

orthodox Catholics competed over civic ser vice, accusing each other of unchris-

tian neglect and self- interest. They appealed to a new species of abstract arbiter, 

a literary and participatory “public tribunal,” to decide who demonstrated proper 

religious civic behavior.

Although historians like Michel Vovelle and Dale Van Kley have analyzed 

longue durée pro cesses of secularization and connections between revolutionary 
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politics and religious controversies in early modern France, convergences be-

tween religiosity and civic spirit remain surprisingly unexplored. The role reli-

gious discussions played in shaping civic practices and the ways civic concerns 

strengthened religiosity during the Enlightenment have received limited atten-

tion, perhaps owing to the assumption that the age of Newton, Voltaire, and the 

Encyclopédie saw religious activity retreat behind developments in secularism 

and deism. This chapter tests such assumptions with three main claims. First, 

it demonstrates that Jansenist ideas of participatory Church administration bor-

rowed from and strengthened the secular ideal of civic ser vice and republi-

can governance, across France as much as in Marseille. Second, it shows that in 

plague- stricken Marseille, ecclesiastical and municipal leaders who saw reli-

gious de cadence in terms of sociopo liti cal decay, and vice versa, moved comfort-

ably between the ideas of a republic in crisis and a Church in crisis. Third, this 

chapter shows how despite trends in secularism, the eigh teenth century saw the 

development of a religious and civic tradition— the Cult of the Sacred Heart— 

that would ultimately grow into an enduring alternative to secular republican-

ism after the end of the Old Regime.8

Additionally, this chapter contributes to the historical analysis of “public 

opinion.”9 French historians generally agree that administrators, intellectuals, 

and writers began employing the rhetorical construct of “public opinion” in po-

liti cal discussions in the latter half of the eigh teenth century.10 This chapter ar-

gues that while politics may have emerged out of its absolutist casing in the 

1750s, the rhetorical practice of invoking the “public” as an abstract arbiter of 

rational justice predated the mid eigh teenth century.11 Hardly confi ned to state 

politics, the “public tribunal” was vested with absolute authority in the context 

of debates between Jansenists and the Catholic establishment during the plague 

of 1720. The appeal to this “public tribunal” led ecclesiastics and laypersons into 

a discursive fi eld where the Catholic community could hope to restore religious 

order. This space served as a fertile training ground for enlightened rational 

discussion and contestation against illegitimate power in the de cades that fol-

lowed. The discursive space of religious debate, and Marseille’s once- commercial 

physical spaces— the port, the galley Arsenal, and the boulevards— emerged as 

major sites where ecclesiastic leaders toyed with seemingly incompatible ideas 

of baroque religiosity, Enlightenment rationalism, and republican governance.



c i v i c  r e l i g i o s i t y  a n d  r e l i g i o u s  c i t i z e n s h i p  161

departing from pre ce dent: what 
about anti- semitism?

One of the most commonly held notions regarding religious responses to plague 

is that they involved the unleashing of verbal and physical attacks against Jews. 

Although this is true of the fourteenth and fi fteenth centuries, such attacks 

 were infrequent by the eigh teenth. Somewhat surprisingly, given the intensity 

of the debates on the acceptability of Armenians and Jews as trading partners, 

citizens, and subjects in France (Chapter 3), there  were very few attacks on Jews 

and non- Christians during the plague of Marseille in 1720.

Collections of primary sources demonstrate how Jews  were murdered for al-

legedly conspiring to exterminate Eu ro pe an communities by poisoning wells in 

the fourteenth and fi fteenth centuries.12 Jean- Noël Biraben, a French authority 

on medieval and early modern plagues, has shown that during the Black Death, 

lepers and Jews  were tortured and burned alive in Tours, Périgueux, and Salig-

nac and massacred by the populace in Toulon. Attempts by popes, princes, and 

authorities to curb vigilante violence failed in Provence. From Avignon, Pope 

Clement VI issued a bull stating that God did not distinguish between Chris-

tians and non- Christians during plague, while Queen Jeanne compensated the 

Jews by reducing their taxes and sending her army to curb pop u lar violence. The 

inhabitants, however, continued their massacres.13

By the sixteenth century, such attacks on Jews had waned. Historians study-

ing the London plague of 1665– 1666 have failed to uncover evidence of anti- 

Semitic outbursts.14 Other “target groups” replaced Jews as victims of attacks of 

mass hysteria. William Naphy has shown how the fi fteenth and sixteenth cen-

turies continued to see some “eco nom ical ly motivated anti- Semitism,” but that 

streetwalkers, travelers, and lower- class plague workers  were targeted in grow-

ing frequency in the western Alps. This transition, he notes, was connected to 

rising fears of witchcraft. Those tortured, executed, and massacred  were wan-

derers, widows, or poor travelers from neighboring states and towns: people 

whose combination of gender and poverty placed them at the edges of commu-

nal life.15 Plague epidemics, therefore, did not prompt a consistent form of anti- 

Semitic xenophobia in the early modern period.

Still the question remains: what happened to the population of religious oth-

ers, non- naturalized and naturalized inhabitants of Marseille during the plague 

of 1720? The answer remains a mystery. Neither eyewitness accounts, plague 

histories, nor diaries point to large- scale criminalization of, or discrimination 

against, naturalized and foreign non- Christian immigrants. The only references 
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to xenophobic policy come from Marseille’s Hôtel de Ville and the parlement de 

Provence in the fi rst weeks of the plague. On 31 July 1720, after parlement sus-

pended commerce between Marseille and other Provençal cities, the Hôtel de 

Ville expelled the Jews, non- naturalized foreigners, vagabonds, mendicants, and 

individuals of “disreputable character” from Marseille, “on pain of death.” This 

order, however, was never followed up, since the parlement forbade travel.16 The 

“foreigners”  were trapped in Marseille. Meanwhile, a royal arrêt in October freed 

the galley slaves, ordering them to dispose of the corpses in Marseille’s streets. 

This latter order suggests that non- Marseillais and non- French galley slaves had 

continued living in the city once ships  were grounded. If they survived, the 

Crown guaranteed them freedom after the plague. The assumption is that the 

majority of them died, along with half of the population of Marseille.

While administrative policies from 1720 did not focus on targeting Jews and 

non- Christians, religious responders to plague— bishops, priests, and other 

ecclesiastics— also refrained from implicating non- Christians as vectors of 

disease or provokers of divine anger. Rather, as the following discussion demon-

strates, they remained chiefl y concerned with the state of Catholicism in Mar-

seille, and sought, in diff erent ways, to restore a religious order to the city con-

sistent with their theological leanings.

conciliarism and jansenism in france and provence

Calls for participation in Church governance predated the 1720 plague by centu-

ries. Medieval proponents of conciliarism introduced the idea that only a “gen-

eral council” could eff ectively reform the Church.17 These argued that an eccle-

siastical council wielded more legitimate authority than the papacy. In early 

modern France, the monarchy merged conciliar arguments with Gallicanism, a 

tradition that “upheld the temporal in de pen dence of the monarchy and the spiri-

tual in de pen dence of the Gallican Church in their respective relations with the 

papacy.”18

While French monarchs used Gallicanism to augment their power by limit-

ing papal authority in France, it proved to be a problematic strategy. The prin-

ciple of royal temporal in de pen dence undercut papal sovereignty, but the “re-

publican implications of conciliar Gallicanism” threatened all sovereign rulers. 

As Pope Innocent XI remarked, “if councils  were superior to the popes whose 

power comes from God, then the Estates General would have leave to press the 

same claim against kings.”19 Favoring rule by many over rule by one, conciliar 

arguments could— and did— fuel the constitutional theory of “limited monar-
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chy.”20 The French Crown therefore stepped up eff orts against conciliarism, par-

ticularly after the Abbey of Port- Royal- des- Champs became a Jansenist strong-

hold in the 1630s.

Seventeenth- century Jansenists called for a par tic u lar kind of Gallicanism 

and Catholic reform that followed the teachings of Cornelius Jansen (1585– 1638), 

bishop of Ypres. Led by Antoine Arnauld, Antoine Le Maître de Sacy, and Blaise 

Pascal, among others, French Jansenists called for a return to Augustinian tra-

ditions. Jansenists maintained that Adam’s original sin had enslaved man in his 

passions; only God’s incomprehensible grace could guarantee salvation.21 Em-

phasizing predestination, Jansenists rejected secular and ecclesiastical hierar-

chies. Le Maître translated the Bible, Mass, and Divine Offi  ce into French to 

increase lay participation in doctrinal discussions. Pasquier Quesnel’s Réfl ex-

ions morales sur le Nouveau Testament (1692) argued that man admitted sins to 

God alone, not to bishops, cardinals, and popes; the Church was “composed of 

the angels, the just, the predestined, not recognizing any leader than the in-

visible Head.”22

Such denial of hierarchy and human will steered Jansenism close to Calvinist 

Protestantism, outlawed in France with the Edict of Fontainebleau. Anti- 

Jansenists claimed that such Protestant- like arguments “transformed Christ’s 

‘Monarchical’ church into a ‘Republic’ ” and endangered spiritual and secular 

order.23 Intent on realizing “the po liti cal principle . . .  cujus regio, ejus religio: no 

confessional pluralism in the same territory,”24 Louis XIV crusaded against 

Jansenist Port- Royal and Pierre de Bérulle’s Oratory, “a congregation of secular 

priests that was devoted to the restoration of the priests’ sacerdotal dignity against 

regulars.” He razed Port- Royal in 1711 and solicited the papacy’s help against 

heresy. The papacy issued its Apostolic Constitution Unigenitus in 1713.25

Unigenitus denounced the Jansenists’ doctrine of effi  cacious grace and calls 

for an anti- hierarchical Church. It rejected the Jansenist emphasis on lay partici-

pation in doctrinal aff airs: Jansenist teachings that “all sorts of persons, [ought] 

to study the Scriptures, to know its spirit, piety and mysteries”  were pronounced 

heretical. Unigenitus condemned the claim that “to peacefully suff er excom-

munication and unjust anathema, rather than betray the truth, is to imitate 

St. Paul.”26 The episcopal establishment took aim at Jansenism’s most Calvinist- 

seeming teachings by denouncing ideas that valued the elect and predestined 

over the ecclesiastical hierarchy.

Unigenitus, however, proved unsuccessful and divisive. Louis XIV ordered the 

parlement of Paris to register the bull as law. The archbishop of Paris, Cardinal 

de Noailles, in addition to several bishops and the faculty at the Sorbonne, however, 
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rejected it and demanded that Rome provide explications justifying the bull. 

Though the parlement of Paris succumbed to royal pressure and registered 

Unigenitus as law in 1714, “several individuals refused to adhere to its mandates. 

Insubordinate ecclesiastics  were imprisoned; others  were obliged to fl ee.”27 When 

the king died in 1715, the crisis over Unigenitus remained unresolved. Louis XIV’s 

successor, the Regent Philippe, duc d’Orléans, experimented with new strate-

gies to contain religious turmoil, but as royal edicts and papal bulls continued 

to repress religious dissent, Jansenists in Provence began unleashing their most 

stringent attacks against papal tyranny and the Church hierarchy.28 Marseille 

became a hotbed of religious discussion in the years just before the plague.

Marseille’s Oratory College and Notre- Dame des Anges, “a Provençal Port- 

Royal,” educated and  housed a large number of Jansenists. While only a handful 

of priests in southern France admitted to being appellants, so called because 

they appealed to a “future general council” of the Church to reject Unigenitus, 

Provençal Jansenists increasingly vocalized their contempt of the Church hier-

archy.29 In the years between Unigenitus and the plague, Provençal Jansenists 

articulated three major points. They reiterated the ideals of Gallican liberty; they 

used po liti cal meta phors in religious discussions; and they mobilized the repub-

lican language of po liti cal will to describe and solve religious crises. These de-

velopments in Provence refl ected a trend throughout France as Jansenists po-

liticized their rhetoric against papal sovereignty. In Provence, these claims 

crescendoed after Pope Clement XI excommunicated appellants with the bull 

Pastoralis Offi  cii in 1718. The ultramontane position of Marseille’s Bishop Bel-

sunce helped kindle Jansenist reactions.

La politique des Jesuites demasquée et l’appel justifi é par les principes des libertés 

de l’Eglise gallicane, an anonymous pamphlet dating from 1719, illustrates the 

politicization of Jansenist rhetoric in Provence. The author compared papal power 

to despotism and the sovereign Church to a republic. He began with the Gallican 

claim that Church sovereignty rested in its body of believers, not in the pope: “the 

throne of Peter is not the center where truth resides forever stable and immobile.” 

Rejecting papal infallibility, he argued that “truth lies in the Church; infallibility 

is only given to her.” Popes and bishops only held the right “of repre sen ta tion 

and juridical declaration” as administrators. “The faith,” he wrote, “forms the 

public law of the Holy Nation (nation Sainte); nothing is clearer in a nation than 

public law; nothing is less subject to change than these laws.” Just as a kingdom 

continued to exist despite the deaths of monarchs, so too the Church was im-

mortal despite the death of mortal rulers.30
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The author specifi cally compared the Church to a republic: “It is principally 

to the Christian Church that one can apply what Aristotle once said, that a re-

public is a society of free people: civitas est societas liberum.”31 As fi rst ruler of this 

republic, Christ established “a government of complete humility and charity; if 

he forbade the rebellion of inferiors and the tyranny of superiors, he wanted the 

pastors to command according to the laws. . . .  and the faithful to obey the same 

laws. This is the essential liberty.” Guaranteed such freedoms, the lay popula-

tion had the right to distinguish between just and unjust submission. The author 

accepted “legitimate submission of inferiors to a governor who bans in de pen-

dence and libertinage for just subordination.” Citizens had the right, however, 

to refuse unjust submission to any “despotic” or “tyrannical domination” that 

produced “slavery.”32

The meta phor of citizens fi ghting against despotism appeared in countless 

Jansenist treatises in Provence. The Lettre à Monseigneur l’évêque de Marseille, for 

example, described illegitimate extensions of paper power in Rome. The anony-

mous author discussed how the pope had acquired “a taste for the idol of infallibil-

ity” and usurped “prerogatives that he never received from either Jesus Christ or 

the Church.” Papal rule turned into “a despotic government.” Worse, this despo-

tism of “the court of Rome [was] contagious.”33 Meanwhile, the distinguished Jan-

senist Vivien de La Borde, author of Principes sur l’essence, la distinction et les limites 

des deux puissances, spirituelle et temporelle and Du témoignage de la vérité (1716), 

introduced a more radical argument.34 While he echoed Jansenist condemnations 

of papal despotism, he took the language of po liti cal will further to encourage a 

revolution in religious or ga ni za tion. He urged virtuous citizens in the Church 

community to testify to the truth and to topple the ecclesiastical hierarchy.

La Borde distinguished how pope and prince ruled over spiritual and tempo-

ral domains respectively, and that the extension of one authority into the other 

resulted in “confusion and disorder.”35 The spiritual community, or Church, he 

wrote, was a nation; as with “all nations of the world,” it had “its laws, its rights, 

its police, its government, its primary and secondary magistrates,  etc.”36 Extend-

ing this analogy further, he likened ecclesiastical leaders to “France’s parlement 

of Paris.”37 These magistrates enjoyed infallibility only when it expressed the 

infallible “voice of the state”:

The holy order of Church magistrates is established as a public symbol, to turn 

away nonbelievers while the faithful citizens must fi nd in their ministry the con-

solation, instruction, exhortation, and correction they need. Because all is divine 
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in the Holy Nation, the magistracy is divine and cannot die . . .  It is through the 

magistrates that the state speaks. The voice of the state is divine, and is conse-

quently infallible. The voice of its magistrates is therefore [infallible]. But is this so 

in all circumstances? Does each magistrate enjoy the privilege of infallibility? In 

sum, the magistracy of the Church is divinely infallible only in circumstances 

where in all other nations the magistracy is humanly infallible.38

The pope and his ultramontane bishops, La Borde claimed, transgressed these 

boundaries of magistracy and limited infallibility. Unigenitus, he continued, in-

troduced a new era of “oppression” as Church leaders “obscured” the “voice of 

the state.”39

La Borde advocated a radical overhaul of the Church constitution. He sug-

gested that the monarchical Church be reconstituted as a republic, “where each 

deputy, without prejudice of rank and preeminence that place one under the 

other, raises his voice for all bodies of the nation.” In such a republic, La Borde 

imagined witnesses replacing judges and magistrates. The greatest authority, La 

Borde argued, resided not in “the authority of judgment,” but in the “authority 

of testimony.” Elect citizens, distinguished by their rejection of amour propre, 

“concupiscence” “interest, passions and all the intrigues that oblige the mouth 

to contradict the heart” would rescue truth and liberate the Church.40

La Borde conceded, however, that such citizens  were hard to come by. During 

unstable “times of violence,” such as his own, witnesses became “suspect,” tes-

timony was “obscured, and contempt progressively spread [as] Satan transform[ed] 

into the Angel of Light.” 41 La Borde’s Church was a republic in crisis. After 

overthrowing despotic magistrates, a handful of virtuous citizens faced the 

challenge of restoring “truth,” by provisionally ruling “in the name of the great 

number.” Unless mankind was “restored to the state of innocence,” the com-

munity as a  whole would never see the truth.

La Borde’s worldview was a pessimistic one; republics hung precariously be-

tween corruption and extinction. His dark musings seemed to be transformed 

into reality when, a few years after he described this religious crisis, plague 

broke out in 1720.42

orthodoxy against jansenism in provence, 1703– 1719

While Jansenists called for a reform of the Church from below, Orthodox Catho-

lics advocated reform from above. Both Jansenists and their opponents insisted 

on the need to restore virtue to the religious community. Jansenists saw virtue 
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as a prerequisite for legitimate repre sen ta tion and participation in doctrinal de-

cisions. The virtuous elect would overthrow despotism and restore the “voice of 

the church- state.” In contrast, the establishment saw virtue as an end rather 

than as a means; restoring virtue involved crushing heresy and the sexual and 

commercial depravity that threatened the Church from below.

Papal supporters stepped up their condemnation of Jansenism upon the as-

sumption of power by the Regent, Philippe, duc d’Orléans, who they believed 

had instituted a dangerous policy that empowered Jansenists. While Louis XIV 

had attempted to root out heresy, the Regent ordered “complete silence” on doc-

trinal disputes. This strategy, “despite its tendency to favor nobody, was favorable 

to the Jansenists, who  were left in their desired positions.” 43 Furthermore, be-

cause the Regent owed his position to the parlement of Paris, he had restored 

the noble magistrates’ privilege of remonstration. Parlements began exercising 

their authority by entertaining “appeals by priests interdicted for opposing 

Unigenitus.” Parlements thus became shelters for the religiously dissident.

Led by the pope, the orthodox attacked Jansenism by mobilizing the meta-

phor of contagion. Unigenitus depicted Jansenism as plague. “The contagion of 

its pernicious maxims has passed along. . . .  from nation to nation, kingdom to 

kingdom,” it asserted. “We recognize that the dangerous progress it has made, 

which increases daily, comes principally from the venom of this book [Quesnel’s 

Testament], which is concealed, like an abscess, whose corruption is not visible 

until one makes . . .  incisions.” 44 Provençal archbishops and bishops stood behind 

the pope. In Marseille, Bishop Henri de Belsunce began campaigning against 

heresy upon his arrival in the city in 1709. He was joined by Joseph- Ignace de 

Foresta, bishop of Apt, one of the fi rst in France to openly protest Quesnel’s 

Testament (15 October 1703), Jacques de Forbin de Janson, archbishop of Arles, 

and Monsigneur de La Tour du Pin- Montauban, bishop of Toulon.45

Shortly after Unigenitus, Belsunce described to a colleague how he crusaded 

against Jansenism: “I burned, on the Eve of Saint John, more than a thousand 

Quesnels, and I shall have the plea sure of burning another two thousand tomor-

row on the Eve of Saint Peter’s!” 46 In addition to book- burning, Belsunce threat-

ened appellants with excommunication.47 Meanwhile, Bishop de Foresta wrote of 

how the duc d’Orléans showed an “excess of clemency” to heretics. He likened the 

Sorbonne and the parlements to the Pharisees: “A spirit of vertigo and error fi lled 

the majority of the Jews: the priests, the doctors and the interpreters of the law, 

by their enlightenment and their piety, concealed their general corruption.” 48

The parlement de Provence in Aix responded to Belsunce and Foresta by 

citing the Regent’s desire to hush religious chatter.49 Insisting that Belsunce 
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encouraged religious disorder, it issued two arrêts (7 December 1718 and 4 Janu-

ary 1719) against him. In addition to forbidding Belsunce and his subordinates 

from harassing the Oratory, the parlement suspended the bishop’s revenues for 

fi ve installments.”50

Belsunce appealed to the Regent to annul the parlement’s orders, claiming 

that Marseille’s Fathers of the Oratory refused to “submit to the Church or the 

bishop” and spread Lutheran doctrines.51 Belsunce reminded the Regent that no 

secular entity enjoyed authority over doctrine; neither “the king nor his parle-

ments had the ability to decide whether Unigenitus would become the judgment 

of the Church, because this question directly concerned faith.” He furnished 

royal ordinances dating back two centuries that conceded authority regarding 

matters of faith to the ecclesiastical establishment. This authority, he described, 

was jeopardized by secular bodies that elected themselves experts in doctrinal 

aff airs; “The Sorbonne and parlements have become the judges of doctrine, and 

voilà, schism and Presbyterianism is established.”52 This spirit of revolt, he 

claimed, was nothing short of treason.53

On 15 June 1719, the Regent again ordered “absolute silence” on religious mat-

ters. Belsunce solicited papal aid.54 Proclaiming that the time for “patience, silence, 

and slowness . . .  has passed,”55 Clement XI thereupon issued his bull Pastoralis 

Offi  cii, excommunicating appellants. The Aixois magistrates sided with the appel-

lants.56 In the midst of this religious uproar, the plague appeared in Marseille.

belsunce and the commercial city: 
battling heretics and libertines

The plague of 1720 not only gave bishops in the Provençal dioceses an opportu-

nity to sharpen their attacks on Jansenists, it provided Belsunce with a platform 

to condemn sexual depravity and luxury, which he saw as particularly rife in his 

urban diocese in Marseille, a bustling commercial metropolis of 100,000.

The Statuts synodaux du diocese de Marseille he published in 1712 reveal Bel-

sunce’s anxiety about spiritual fragility in Marseille prior to the plague. The 

bishop intended the Statuts to help ecclesiastics in the diocese of Marseille 

“maintain a holy life.”57 Bombarded with the luxuries and “vanities of the cen-

tury,” they faced a serious challenge, he stressed. Belsunce directed his brothers 

in Christ to avert their eyes from the temptations that fl ooded Marseille.58 He 

ordered churches to be washed at least once a year, swept every week, and puri-

fi ed of “anything indecent.” He provided his ecclesiastics with a list of places and 

sights to avoid in Marseille. In addition to forbidding smoking, opera, billiards, 
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palm readings, card games, and bowling, he particularly prohibited activities 

associated with sexuality. “The frequentation of cabarets being an infallible 

mark of the derangement of mores . . .  we forbid all ecclesiastics, clerks, reli-

gious, and hermits of our diocese, and all secular priests and regulars, under 

pain of suspension for a month . . .  to eat and drink in the cabarets or other 

places where one can buy alcohol in quantity.” He forbade male religious from 

employing “women under the age of fi fty years, or whose reputation has been 

ambiguous at a less advanced age.” “Mothers, sisters, aunts, or nieces” of male 

ecclesiastics  were prohibited from visiting religious  houses.59

Belsunce equated women with sexuality. He described women in the streets 

dressed “in simple cornets with their hair down, breasts exposed.”60 He re-

counted to Pope Clement XI how ecclesiastics at the famous abbey of Saint Vic-

tor opened their doors “to women curiously attired; they invite them in . . .  in-

troduce them into their private rooms and off er them things to eat.” Religious 

celebrations, he continued,  were not immune to female sexual depravity. In ad-

dition to Ascension, Pentecost, and the Nativity, the Marseillais Catholic calen-

dar boasted no fewer than twenty- fi ve feasts a year. On such occasions, he wrote, 

“the sanctity of our temples is profaned in the worst manner with immodesties 

and scandalous irreverence we can no longer tolerate in this city and diocese.”61 

Belsunce’s dread of female sexuality led him to impose physical barriers against 

women in religious spaces: “we order that confessionals from now on have small 

rails; they are to take place in the open, and never in obscure locations; we forbid 

confessors to take the confessions of girls and women in their rooms, [or] in 

sacristies and closed areas, under pain of suspension ipso facto.”62

Belsunce’s campaign against sexuality to perfect holiness among his ecclesi-

astics can be attributed to his Jesuit education and his baroque- inspired episco-

pacy. The second son of aristocratic Protestant parents who made pragmatic con-

cessions by educating him at the Jesuit Louis- le- Grand lycée in Paris, Belsunce 

compensated for his Huguenot origins by fervently embracing the Catholic reli-

gion. He continued his studies at the Collège de Clermont in Paris and entered 

the Society of Jesus. Battling multiple illnesses, he left the Society in 1699 and 

became vicar- general of Agen, where he completed a biography of his saintly 

aunt, Suzanne de Foix.63 He arrived in Marseille in 1709.

The Jesuit program stressed “external observances, collective rituals, and 

some of what Protestants would consider magical superstition,” Lynn Martin 

writes. Adoration of saints, veneration of images, festive pro cessions, and ex-

travagant sermonizing  were the chief elements of Jesuit religiosity. Belsunce’s 

ministry followed this model of baroque piety; he or ga nized pastoral visits to 
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religious orders, restructured Marseille’s lay confraternities to fall directly un-

der his supervision, and promoted a collective, “publicly demonstrative” Catholi-

cism characterized by externally manifest devotion.64 He emphasized the power 

of images to strengthen or disrupt religious devotion; holy images and holy sites 

strengthened devotion, while corrupt images led the soul astray. What goes on 

“in the interior, man can ordinarily judge by what appears in the eyes,” he warned. 

The image of the sexual woman became, for him, the symbol of impiety.65

Belsunce regularly used the symbol of the depraved woman in his attacks on 

immorality during the plague. He subsumed the evils of religious heresy and 

commercial luxury in the fi gurative symbol of the debauched female. He depicted 

commercial Marseille as a prostitute, describing in his most famous mandate 

delivered during the plague: “Marseille . . .  which you delighted to show, to excite 

the admiration of strangers; her beauty . . .  her magnifi cence . . .  [and] commerce 

that extended from one end of the world to another . . .  she is destitute.” “This 

city,” he continued, “whose crowded streets we could scarcely pass through— with 

their affl  uence, their industry and their commerce, is now delivered up to solitude, 

to silence, to indigence, to desolation to death!”66 The commercial city had become 

a nesting ground for vice: “luxury reigned without moderation in all estates . . .  

There was fraud in commerce, wrangling in the bars, and blasphemy in the sanc-

tuary.”67 God, therefore, responded with plague: “It is by the excess of our crimes 

that we merit this severe judgment. Impiety, irreligion, bad faith, usury, impurity, 

and luxury  were at the height among you!”68 Heresy, sexuality, and luxury mutu-

ally reinforced one another in the commercial city.

Though he criticized Marseille for its sins, Belsunce claimed that God had 

specially designated the city to carry out his divine mission. Marseille, in other 

words, was destined for an exceptional role in Church history. If God had targeted 

the city for destruction because of its bad example, the plague off ered Marseille 

an opportunity to emerge as the best example of spiritual renewal. Like Jerusa-

lem, or Savonarola’s Florence, Marseille was divinely selected for Christian re-

generation; “After the siege of Jerusalem,” Belsunce insisted, “I think what 

which we experience is the most dreadful there ever was.”69 According to the 

bishop, the Great Plague of Marseille was a historical watershed in ecclesiastical 

history. The epidemic would usher in a new age for Catholicism. The city hung 

in the balance between “total ruin” and “deliverance.”70

While distinct from the secular responses to plague generated by Comman-

dant Langeron and Marseille’s échevins, the religious reaction to plague that Bel-

sunce developed reinforced some similar concepts. Implicating women, sexual-

ity, and commercial luxury, he focused on the same moral and social corrupters 
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that the secular elites targeted. Additionally, secular and religious elites alike 

mobilized various meta phors of crisis— of a community strung between life 

and death, salvation and damnation, virtue and corruption. Plague- stricken 

Marseille, in other words, could be symbolized either as a republic in crisis or 

as a religious community in crisis, and arguments for the recovery of po liti cal 

and religious virtue could spill over and meet.

civic religiosity: commerce, heresy, 
and the sacré- coeur

During the plague, Belsunce fashioned a new civic religiosity for his diocese by 

consecrating the city to the Sacred Heart of Jesus. Motivated by his struggle 

against heresy, sexuality, and commercial luxury, the Festival of the Sacred Heart 

redefi ned Marseille as a God- chosen community, distinct from the rest of France. 

What emerged in the festival was a contradiction; a bishop who denounced com-

mercial luxury used the city’s commercial public spaces as a unifying source to 

deepen the diocese’s sense of cohesion, to strengthen spiritual life among the 

lay population, and to marginalize religious outsiders.

Devotion to the Sacred Heart predated Belsunce’s career as bishop. Ecclesias-

tical authorities during the Counter- Reformation stressed Christ’s compassion, 

charity, and love in their reaction against Calvinism. In this context, the Sacred 

Heart emerged as a powerful icon following the founding of the Visitationalist 

order (1610) by Jeanne de Chantal and François de Sales. This order emphasized 

an intimate spirituality based on “an inspired  union with the heart of Jesus.” In 

the late seventeenth century, Marguerite- Marie Alacoque, a Visitationalist nun 

at the convent at Paray- le- Monial, began reporting visions, ecstatic reveries, and 

divine voices. From 1680 on, she described how Jesus had commanded her to 

promote devotion to the Sacred Heart.71 Insisting that the Sacred Heart “de-

manded recognition from the Sun King,” she claimed that it would strengthen 

Louis XIV against heretics and po liti cal dissidents.72 It remains unknown whether 

the king learned of these demands; in any case, he never acted on them. None-

theless, Alacoque received support from a powerful ally: the Jesuits. In Aix- en- 

Provence and Marseille, Jesuits energized devotion to the Sacred Heart.73 Aix 

celebrated a Sacred Heart festival in 1693, and devotion to the Sacred Heart ap-

peared in Marseille among Visitationalist convents in 1695.

The Visitationalist Anne- Magdelaine Rémuzat (b. 1696) and Belsunce coor-

dinated eff orts in the early eigh teenth century to establish Marseille as the center 

of the cult. When eight years old, Rémuzet had “asked her parents for permission 
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to renounce the world and consecrate herself to God in the Monastery of Saint 

Claire.”74 At sixteen, she took her Visitationalist vows. Soon after, she reported 

reveries like those of Marguerite- Marie Alacoque. Jesus, she claimed, removed 

her heart from her body in exchange for his.75 She sported a blemish that re-

mained on her chest until her death.76 Faith for Rémuzat consisted of internal 

devotion and external manifestation. Outward bodily signs of faith like the stig-

mata and bloody wounds indicated devotion within. This type of faith was con-

sistent with Belsunce’s appetite for spectacular public ceremonies and outward 

signs of devotional purity. Faith, for Rémuzat and Belsunce alike, involved vi-

sual pre sen ta tion. The Cult and Festival of the Sacred Heart of Jesus in Marseille 

was born out of their predilection for an image- driven faith.

Belsunce, who had encountered devotion to the Sacred Heart at Louis- le- 

Grand, supported Rémuzat and authorized her to do “what ever was consistent 

with the wishes of the Heart of Jesus.” In 1718, Rémuzet and Belsunce won papal 

support to establish the Association de l’Adoration perpétuelle du Sacré- Coeur 

de Notre Seigneur Jésus- Christ (Association of the Sacred Heart). As head of 

this association, Rémuzat called on nuns to give “their hearts to Jesus Christ, to 

make themselves victims who can repair by their adoration and by their homage 

the indignities that He received in the adorable Eucharist.” Consecrating them-

selves “wives of Jesus Christ” these Visitationalists stressed love, adoration, and 

devotion in their commitment to the Sacred Heart.77

During the plague, in October 1720, Rémuzat told Belsunce of a message she 

had received from the Sacred Heart. God, she said, “wants to purge the Church 

of Marseille of its errors. . . .  He demands a solemn festival on the day that he 

himself has chosen, the day following that of the Holy Sacrament, to honor his 

Sacred Heart.”78 Belsunce responded with his Mandate of 22 October 1720, con-

secrating Marseille to the Sacred Heart and establishing the festival in the city’s 

ecclesiastical calendar. He announced that the consecration, a demonstration of 

the city’s collective contrition, would help end the epidemic:

To appease the anger of God; to end the formidable scourge that desolates the fl ock 

that we hold dear; to honor Christ in the Holy Sacrament; to repair the outrages 

committed by vile and sacrilegious communions [i.e., by the Jansenist appellants], 

and the irreverence that He suff ers in His mysterious love for man; to make him 

love all the faithful committed to our bosom; fi nally in reparation for all the crimes 

that have attracted the vengeance of Heaven; we have established in the diocese the 

Festival of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, which will be celebrated every year, on the 

Friday immediately following the octave of the Most Holy Sacrament.79
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The inaugural Sacred Heart festival was a communal event designed to 

cleanse Marseille of heresy, immorality, and commercial de cadence. The festival 

combined spiritual sentimentality with visual theatrics that only a metropolitan 

city could sustain. The accounts of the event written by Belsunce and the royal 

prosecutor, Pichatty de Croissante, captured the dramatic appeal to God:

The fi rst of November, the festival of All Saints (1720). Monsieur the Bishop left 

his palace in pro cession . . .  and wanting to appear as a scapegoat charged with the 

sins of his people, as if he  were the destined victim of their expiation, he marched 

barefoot with a rope around his neck, the Cross in his arms, to the end of the Cours 

on the side of the Gate of Aix where he celebrated a public Mass at an altar that he 

had dressed, and after a beautiful exhortation that he made to the public, he led 

them to penitence to quell God’s anger and to obtain the deliverance from this 

cruel plague. He consecrated the city to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, for whose honor 

[the Devotion] was already established, a festival holiday for all time, by his last 

mandate . . .  ; the tears that fell from his eyes during this holy ceremony and the 

extremity of his words excited repentance in every heart, even those of the least 

sensitive; each struck with profound pain requested the Mercy of the Lord.

The pro cession and consecration took place in the new Marseille of the 1666 

agrandissement, not in the narrow streets of the Vieille Ville. It began at the 

Bishop’s Palace and stretched through the city. At “eight in the morning, [Bel-

sunce] ordered rung all the city bells and dressed an altar at the summit of the 

Cours, which is one of the most remarkable places in this city.” Cannon from 

royal galleys blasted, and dramatic eff ect was added by “the impetuous wind that 

we call the mistral.” The pro cession continued for three hours, “the most mag-

nifi cent there ever was, to the infi nite noise of the cannon of the citadels, the 

galleys, and vessels that  were in the port that lasted continuously for over a half- 

hour.” The pro cession wound through the center of the port, where the bishop 

gave the benediction and celebrated Mass.80

Although he condemned the city for its luxury, Belsunce embraced the symbols 

of Marseille’s commercial identity and French naval supremacy— the Cours, the 

port, and the royal galleys— to take back the city from evil. Marseille was no 

mere backdrop for his supernatural drama; it participated as the protagonist. 

The city’s public spaces  were crucial to the inhabitants’ reconciliation with the 

divine. “[S]taged in the cours, a center of the city’s former splendor . . .  the festi-

val for its participants was probably more intense due to the participants’ aware-

ness that the appeal to the Beyond was coming out of the city’s monument to 

itself,” Daniel Gordon writes.81 The boulevards, created as the main arteries for 



Belsunce at the foot of the Cours of Marseille. Courtesy Archives municipales de la ville de Marseille, 11Fi32.
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commerce, became a means to reconnect with God. Marseille’s act of contrition 

simultaneously served as the city’s homage to itself.

By reasserting the entrenched hierarchies of the Catholic community that 

they opposed, the festival pro cessions to the Sacred Heart in November 1720 and 

on 20 June 1721 also helped marginalize the Jansenists. Members of Marseille’s 

religious confraternities, distinguished by their colors and distinctive costumes, 

pro cessed behind the religious and secular elite through the city, visually dem-

onstrating the ecclesiastical chain of being. Moreover, the sentimentality and 

the visual theatrics of the festival’s public appeal to the divine fl ew in the face of 

Jansenist theology. The Jansenists “reproached . . .  the partisans of the Sacred 

Heart for having introduced sentiment in prayer.” Perceiving sentiment as syn-

onymous with human plea sure and sin, Jansenists opted for a theology void of 

love, charity, emotion, and ostentatious displays of devotion.82 If the Sacred Heart 

was a cult of the city, theirs was a theology of the remote and private. Heretics 

and Protestants who refused participation in such festivities could be culturally 

marginalized. The bishop’s consecration of Marseille to the Sacred Heart, there-

fore, reserved the city for its orthodox establishment. Marseille the commercial 

city became Marseille the city of the Sacred Heart.

the jansenist rebuttal: appealing 
to the public tribunal

The Festival of the Sacred Heart did not, however, signal an end to confl icts be-

tween Marseille’s ecclesiastical establishment and the Jansenist appellants. The 

religious struggle, now linked to issues of civic engagement, escalated over argu-

ments regarding ser vice to the sick and dying. Both parties stressed the impor-

tance of charitable works and each accused the other of failing in its civic duties. 

Whereas Belsunce initially blamed the appellants for inviting plague to Mar-

seille, the latter months of the epidemic saw him accusing them of betraying the 

community in a time of need. Religious traitors proved to be civic traitors as well.

Ser vice was essential to Belsunce’s theology; Jesuit humanism, as Dale van 

Kley has remarked, was more civic than contemplative.83 Embracing the princi-

ples of charity outlined in hagiographic texts, Belsunce lauded the examples 

of Charles Borromeo and François de Sales, who stressed that “charity was the 

‘proper virtue’ of bishops, understood both in the manner of compassionate love 

for God and neighbor and in the sense of a bishop’s or ga nized aid to the needy.”84 

Belsunce insisted that caring for the sick, distributing Sacraments, and or ga niz-

ing aid  were critical acts of civic ser vice during medical crisis. He interpreted 
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the alleged invisibility of the Jansenists in the streets as a sign of their lack of 

civic responsibility.

Belsunce and his subordinates made themselves visible through Marseille, 

 allying themselves with the pères de la patrie: “the illustrious commandant,” “zeal-

ous échevins,” and all “who a thousand times courageously exposed their lives for 

the public good.”85 A witness described the bishop’s commitment: “The prelate 

has acquired an immortal glory, before God and man, he goes everyday through 

the streets discovering where the sick lie . . .  he visits their bedsides, consoles 

them, encourages them, confesses them, and makes them well, both spiritually 

and secularly.”86 “His acts of piety are most heroic . . .  This holy prelate remains 

with an unshakable fi rmness resolved to give his life for the health of his sheep,” 

Pichatty de Croissante echoed. “His charity is active,” he continued, “he is in the 

streets in all the quarters of the city to visit all the sick in the most high and most 

somber apartments of the  houses; in the streets through the cadavers, at the public 

places, at the Port, the Cours.”87 Again, as in his account of the festival, the city and 

its monuments fi gured prominently in Croissante’s narrative of religious civic 

spirit. He also praised Belsunce’s subordinates who had died serving the sick.88

Belsunce found such civic ser vice lacking in his appellant adversaries. “Our 

appellants and Jansenists have looked out for their own safety,” he charged. “Those 

who are of the morale sévère [Jansenists] misjudge their duties and devoted them-

selves to saving their own lives, and those who are called the morale relâchée [the 

orthodox] sacrifi ce their lives . . .  to aid their brothers.”89 Belsunce employed in-

for mants to declare the absence of Jansenist civic activity.90 “Authentic witnesses 

to the truth” furnished certifi cates containing versions of the affi  rmation that 

“we attest that since the beginning of the plague in Marseille, we have never 

found in the streets of this city one Father of the Oratory; that we do not know 

if there has been any plague- stricken  house that has received succor or aid from 

them.”91 Belsunce accumulated over forty testimonies from Capuchins, Trinitar-

ians, Carmelites, Jesuits, Observationalists, confessors, canons, vicars, and supe-

riors of religious  houses, who testifi ed that Jansenists preferred to save them-

selves rather than help their neighbors in need.

Provençal Jansenists refuted the bishop’s charges. Some insisted that it was 

the bishop who had failed in his duties: “He was shut in his palace with his Je-

suit.”92 They defended the Oratorians’ civic activity with letters of support from 

Echevin Dieude that described how the Oratory was the fi rst religious  house to 

fall victim to the plague.93

Ultimately, Provençal Jansenists developed a new strategy to challenge the eccle-

siastical authorities. While the bishop made a public appeal to God in the Festival 
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of the Sacred Heart, the appellants appealed to another abstract power, the “pub-

lic” to support their arguments against the bishop. Historians have noted how an 

appeal to such an abstract authority emerged in religious and po liti cal discussions 

between 1750 and the start of the French Revolution. The “public” was not, how-

ever, a novel invention of the latter half of the eigh teenth century. Jansenists mo-

bilized this alternative authority in their criticisms of papal and royal power at the 

dawn of the century. Far from restricted to the religious world, the “public” was 

also imagined as a universal and impartial judge in literary movements as early as 

the end of the seventeenth century.94 The same year the plague broke in Marseille, 

the baron de Montesquieu invoked the “public” in his famous anonymously pub-

lished Lettres persanes. “I have off ered these letters to try the taste of the public,” he 

wrote in the book’s opening pages; the “public” would decide whether it was good 

or bad. Such an abstract authority could, and would, compete with formal institu-

tions of power for the remainder of the century.

In his anonymous Justifi cation des PP. de l’Oratoire de Marseille, contre les ac-

cusations de l’évêque de cette ville (June 1721), a Jansenist called on this “public 

tribunal” to judge the validity of Bishop Belsunce’s accusations against the Ora-

tory. “So that the entire world informed of the truth . . .  can judge if the Fathers 

of the Oratory are truly guilty, . . .  it is for the public that I write, [the public] that 

I recognize as the judge.”95 He entrusted this public “to prove the innocence of 

the Fathers of the Oratory of Marseille . . .  for the  whole kingdom.”

The Justifi cation opens with the question: “Why the public for a judge?”96 

There  were, after all, established tribunals capable of judging accused parties. 

The “public tribunal,” the author insisted, surpassed all others:

The public is the sole judge where jurisdiction is not confi ned to the limits of a 

province or a state: it is the only judge that can draw the knowledge of causes that 

other tribunals cannot or do not want to know. It is the only judge that, not being 

constrained by judicial forms that do not permit accusations or defenses outside 

what human laws have determined, considers in the aff airs brought to its tribunal 

only the truth of the facts, the soundness of proofs, and the force of demonstra-

tions: it is the only judge that, having a true interest in knowing the character of 

those that compose the body of civil society, always and forever listens with plea-

sure to the denunciation of the guilty and the justifi cation of the innocent.97

The “public tribunal,” the author concluded, was “a natural judge.” It was the 

only authority that enjoyed total impartiality and rationality. “The public tribu-

nal, only being interested in knowing the truth, always listens with plea sure to 

accusations and to defenses, without examining the persons who speak, but 
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rather solely the accuracy of facts.”98 That made this abstract body superior to 

existing forms of magistracy.

The author then described the makeup of this “public tribunal.” Following 

Gallican principles, he claimed that it would be comprised of citizens. “It is the 

duty of a good citizen,” he insisted, “to defend a congregation distinguished by 

its piety, by its erudition, by its inviolable attachment to the rights of our kings, 

to the liberties of the Church, and to the maxims of the kingdom that for a hun-

dred years have not ceased . . .  to equally instruct both people and scholars.”99

Mobilizing concepts of liberty, rationality, and equality against Belsunce, 

whom he characterized as self- interested, irrational, and arbitrary, the author 

depicted the bishop’s authority as illegitimate, diametrically opposed to the le-

gitimacy embodied in the “public.” He dismantled each of Belsunce’s allegations 

against the Oratory by discrediting him and his witnesses. Belsunce “was a priest 

fi lled with ultramontane principles” who rejected the “liberties” of the Gallican 

church. This “fanatic” had “seduced” the public and defended himself with coun-

terfeit evidence.100 Other Jansenists echoed the author’s skepticism. Vivien de La 

Borde asked: “The letters of Belsunce, are they the work of reason?  Haven’t such 

proceedings been inspired by sentiments, tricks, inductions . . .  mad falsities?” 

The bishop, these Jansenists argued, depended on testimonies from subordi-

nates who supported him to secure their own positions within the ecclesiastical 

hierarchy. Because the Jesuits, Capuchins, Recolets, Trinitarians, Observation-

alists, Dominicans, Augustinians, Antonians, Carmelites, and Minimites who 

testifi ed against the Oratory  were under the bishop’s aegis, the Jansenists dis-

qualifi ed their testimonies: “Interested in the aff air, declared enemies of the Ora-

tory,” they  were “very suspect.”101

The author contrasted the Oratory’s piety, humility, and honesty with an or-

thodox establishment characterized by irrationality and self- interest. While the 

bishop made a show of his civic activity, the Fathers of the Oratory served in si-

lence and refused to fl aunt their civic ser vice. Despite having been disgraced by 

the bishop, they opened their home and visited the sick. The Superior of the Ora-

tory, Père Gautier, and his priests “assembled at the Hôtel de Ville to off er the 

échevins their persons, their goods, and their lives.”102 Gautier even concocted and 

distributed his own preservatives to the municipal leaders. Finally, the authors 

argued, the testimony of genuine witnesses secured the Oratory’s innocence. 

Echevins Dieude and Audimar, joined by Commissaire Bonnefoy and Doctor 

Bouthillier from Montpellier, lauded the fathers for their ser vice, saying that 

“they lacked neither zeal nor charity.”103 Given the choice between legitimate 
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testimony and self- interested deceit, the public tribunal’s decision, these authors 

claimed, would prove an easy one.

God was not happy with Marseille. On this, Jansenists and orthodox Catho-

lics could agree as they competed to reconcile the ecclesiastical community with 

God. Despite their doctrinal diff erences, they  were in common preoccupied 

with the problem of restoring virtue to a religious world in crisis. For both Jan-

senists and orthodox Catholics, appearances deceived. Vivien de La Borde sus-

pected all potential witnesses to the truth in a universe where “Satan transformed 

into an angel of light.” Henri de Belsunce scoured his churches, convinced that 

images of immodesty penetrated the holiest walls.

Both Jansenists and orthodox Catholics commonly assumed that the restora-

tion of physical health and religious order hinged on the question of civic partici-

pation. While each sought to validate a diff erent kind of religious order, one based 

on ecclesiastical hierarchy, the other based on Gallican liberty, they both strength-

ened republican traditions of civic engagement. Belsunce’s alliance with Com-

mandant Langeron, his emphasis on civic ser vice, his religious condemnation of 

commerce, and his Manichean rhetoric of damnation versus deliverance inter-

sected with Langeron’s secular arguments for civic activism and moral severity 

to restore Massilia as a virtuous republic. Meanwhile, the Jansenists’ compari-

sons of the Church to a republic animated the inclusive ideal of citizenship.

But it was the Jansenist author of the Justifi cation who provided the most radi-

cal approach in overcoming spiritual corruption. Calling for a “public tribunal,” 

he invited any truth- seeking individual, theoretically of any provenance or back-

ground, to participate as a “citizen” in open, rational public discourse. While 

Langeron’s emergency courts wielded sovereign power, this writer appealed to 

an authority that would ultimately surpass that of the traditional royal and mu-

nicipal courts. Abstract and universal, this source of legitimate judgment would, 

over the course of the Enlightenment, develop into a formidable authority resid-

ing in a po liti cal space separated from traditional entities of power: pope, Crown, 

parlements, and other offi  cial bodies. Such a “public tribunal” would ultimately 

become the chief sovereign authority to whom both subjects and the Crown would 

appeal, not only in religious discussions, but in po liti cal debates on the very na-

ture of legitimate governance. In its infancy, this abstract tribunal found applica-

tion in the limited space of religious confrontations in plague- stricken Marseille. 

It would develop into one of the central fi gures of revolutionary thought by the 

end of the century.



c h a p t e r  s e v e n

Following the plague, Marseille convalesced from the temporary suspension of 

commerce and commercial civic spirit. Once trading resumed, exports from the 

Levant  rose to pre- 1715 levels at 15 million livres tournois. By 1726, Marseille recov-

ered its status as France’s preeminent port for Levantine commerce. Trading 

stabilized until the mid 1730s, when a combination of famine and wars in the 

Persian Gulf rocked the Mediterranean market, and foreign competition (Ven-

ice) brought imports and exports between France and the Levant back to crisis 

levels.

Nonetheless, Marseillais and Franco- Levantine commerce strengthened for 

the remainder of the century. Despite setbacks during the War of Austrian Suc-

cession and the Seven Years War, France’s position as the primary trading part-

ner for the Ottoman Empire went virtually uncontested.1 Franco- Ottoman trade 

value  rose from 12 million to 16 million livres tournois between 1700 and 1726, 

and to 31 million by 1750. By 1776, French trade with the Ottomans accounted for 

44.1 percent of Istanbul’s trading activity, 49.9 percent of Smyrna’s, and 59.4 

percent of Salonika’s. British trade with the Ottomans came in second, but paled 

in comparison to French numbers, totaling only in the 20 percent range for the 

same cities.2 In the meantime, Marseillais merchants began looking westwards, 

supplementing their commercial activities in the Levant with new ventures in the 

West Indies, Africa, and the East Indies.3 The famed artist Joseph Vernet cap-

tured this commercial croissance in his celebrated tableaus of the Vieux Port.4

Meanwhile, the demographic eff ects of the plague all but disappeared. High 

birth, migration, and immigration rates and low mortality allowed for quick 

Postmortem
Virtue and Commerce Reconsidered
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repopulation. Even before the plague abated, Marseillais observed the infl ux of 

migrants. “Les étrangers crowd to repopulate Marseille,” Père Giraud commented 

on 15 September 1721; “we receive les étrangers from villages in Provence and 

Languedoc, sometimes in the hundreds per day.” An anonymous manuscript 

from 1723 stated “after the end of the plague, 10,000 souls have come to establish 

themselves in Marseille and its surrounding territory.” While many of these 

 were artisans, négociants and merchants numbered among them.5

“Catastrophe was quickly forgotten,” writes Charles Carrière, one of the fore-

most historians of eighteenth- century Marseille. Indeed, the numbers would 

suggest so. But in terms of ideas and concepts, did Marseillais and French elites 

forget the plague? Did they easily readopt their commercial civic spirit, and ea-

gerly accept that merchants  were model citizens and subjects? Yes and no. Dis-

ease, depopulation, and de cadence certainly remained on the minds of many, 

even as (and often because) commerce developed to unpre ce dented levels in the 

Enlightenment. In Marseille, plague became a useful and much- adopted refer-

ence point for many invested in questions of proper civic governance. The no-

blesse d’epée used it to support their claims that merchants  were incapable of 

po liti cal leadership and model citizenship, and that their own inclusion in mu-

nicipal governance was necessary for the preservation of their city and state. 

Other Marseillais elite referenced plague to help develop new institutions that 

they believed would foster citizenship; for example, intellectuals alluded to the 

Plague of 1720 in discussions that eventually led to the founding of the Acadé-

mie de Marseille, which would disseminate ideas of civic duty and belonging.

Such conversations that stressed virtuous public spirit  were not limited to 

Marseille. How does a society guard against luxury and self- interest while em-

bracing commercial expansion? Is commerce useful or detrimental to society? 

Are merchants good subjects and citizens, or are they unable to align their per-

sonal interests with concern for the public good? The various answers that ad-

ministrative elites and phi los o phers generated in Marseille and France after the 

plague demonstrate the potency of two branches of classical republican thought 

in the last century of the Bourbon monarchy. Those who mobilized the tradi-

tional variant of classical republicanism held that luxury produced by commer-

cial society deteriorated virtue, liberty, and the body politic. They echoed the 

contention of François de Fénelon and Henri de Boulainvilliers that market so-

ciety bred self- interest and warned against the social instability caused by the 

confusion of estates, hierarchies, and orders. They supported a state that privi-

leged agricultural developments over urban commerce, and idealized the farmer 

as the virtuous citizen. These writers became the precursors of the future 
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Physiocrats. Those who adhered to commercial civic spirit held that commerce 

fostered social cohesion and strengthened virtue. Expansion of the marketplace, 

these claimed, led to progress, civilization, and the cultivation of the arts and 

sciences.

These authors in mid eighteenth- century France blurred the fault lines be-

tween traditional classical republican rhetoric and commercial civic spirit. They 

combined classical republican sensibilities, ideas of commercial civic spirit, and 

statist notions of utility and aristocratic discourses of honor while continuing to 

reveal deep- seated anxieties and mistrust of French subjects and merchants. 

Many agreed that commerce was useful and generated prosperity. They agreed 

that unregulated commerce would generate economic, moral, po liti cal, and med-

ical catastrophe. Who then, could cultivate the virtue needed to safeguard com-

merce, state, and society from corruption? Some claimed that it was a virtuous 

prince, others, a virtuous and patriotic nobility, and yet others, a virtuous and 

patriotic merchant population. Regardless of their positions, writers mobilized 

the language of virtue against unregulated commercial expansion. While not all 

of these writers referenced 1720, the plague, or John Law’s fi nancial crash, they all 

discussed the importance of virtue for commercial society. Without being po liti-

cally republican, they assumed that a stable po liti cal order rested on public spirit, 

patriotism, frugality, and the suppression of private interests. This study draws 

to a close by exploring how, between the plague and the mid eigh teenth century, 

certain groups of French subjects— elite merchants, nobles, and administrators— 

became versed in the language of civic virtue well before France was constituted 

as a nation of citizens.

after the plague: virtue and commerce in marseille

The Marseillais intellectuals and royal administrators who founded the Acadé-

mie de Marseille vividly remembered the plague of 1720. The Académie was a 

product of centralizing eff orts aimed at exporting royal cultural standards to the 

provinces.6 The Crown established it to encourage Marseille to embrace “Pa ri-

sian norms, codes and values,” promoting “a uniformity . . .  that created a bond 

between Pa ri sian and provincial administrations in the cultural sphere.”7 It 

thought this particularly necessary following the plague.8 Observing the vast 

numbers of migrants from the countryside, Geneva, and the Italian states after 

the plague, a royal delegate wrote: “We are most exposed  here . . .  the foreign, 

allured by commerce, equally attacks civilities and the spirit of language.” A 

pop u lar saying among travelers, “Aix- en- Provence, Marseille- en- Turquie, Toulon- 
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en- Barbarie,”9 mocked the territory’s foreignness. An academy would serve as a 

royal cultural stronghold. The Académie de Marseille, established in fi lial rela-

tionship with its parent institution in Paris, received its letters patent on 16 

September 1726.

The Académie became a bastion for public spirit and local patriotism, how-

ever, and called attention to the city’s ancient history. The Marseillais academi-

cians “gave thanks to our new Mother” (the Académie des sciences et lettres in 

Paris)10 for restoring the city’s ancient Académie. It was “certifi ably the most 

ancient of literary societies in the West,” boasted one M. Olivier, an academician 

and lawyer. The ancient Académie of Massilia, he remarked, had “sweetened the 

mores of the barbarians and prepared them to become Romans.” Having re-

ceived the arts and sciences from Phocaea and Athens, Massilians developed 

knowledge that “contributed to commerce and the perfection of navigation.”11 

While these academicians associated with royal correspondents to found the 

Académie, they established a civic institution, rather than a royal one.

The Académie’s members— ecclesiastics, échevins, négociants, writers, law-

yers, architects, paint ers and sculptors, doctors, and other members of the city’s 

cultural elite— perceived themselves as model citizens who would recover Mas-

silia’s civic culture and virtue. “Our company will resurrect the phoenix from 

the ancient ashes,” the Chevalier de Romieu, associate of the Académie, an-

nounced in 1727; “we constitute the healthiest part of the republic, [which] knows 

that ignorance is the source of all vice, and the sciences that of all virtue.”12

The Académie’s commitment to fostering virtue remained strong, it seems, 

to the end of the Old Regime, when under the directorship of Pierre- Augustin 

Guys, its members renewed discussions on how to strengthen commerce while 

resisting its corrosive eff ects on morality and public spirit. Born in 1721 during 

the epidemic, Guys was a négociant and prolifi c writer. Published letters from 

his voyages to Turkey and Greece and his reputation as an authority on ancient 

and modern Greece won him directorship of the Académie in 1755. As an acade-

mician and négociant, he studied “the utility of the sciences and letters for the 

great success [of commerce].”13 Guys did not decry commerce. Convinced that 

it produced dangerous luxury, however, he urged his readers to reform public 

education to fashion virtuous citizen- merchants.

In his most famous publication, Marseille ancienne et moderne, Guys stressed 

how Marseille’s Hellenic legacy rendered it superior as a commercial republic.14 

Commerce, however, was “Pandora’s box.” “The spirit of commerce, like the 

spirit of conquest, produces the greatest revolutions,” Guys warned; “mores 

change, traditional simplicity fl ees, never to return; the poor nation enriches 
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itself.” Commerce introduced an excess of commodities and spread in e qual ity. 

This tendency, he commented, was not new; commerce had corrupted ancient 

Massilia. Vices multiplied until “the sister of Rome could not preserve itself 

from contagious malady.” Guys noted that plague had devastated both ancient 

Massilia and eighteenth- century Marseille. In each case the city paid dearly for 

its commerce.15

Guys nevertheless recognized that complete suspension of trade was hardly 

practical. Proper civic education, he suggested, could train merchants to remain 

good citizens. Guys proposed a “public education” that began with the family 

and that stressed the cultivation of relationships between citizens and the patrie, 

Marseillais’ “common mother,” who could “nourish and raise all her children.” 

Guys urged women to imitate virtuous Roman mothers, who had taught their 

children to become “ornaments of the republic.”16 Once mothers provided chil-

dren with a moral foundation, reformed collèges could instill French and Marseil-

lais patriotism. Classes in languages, mathematics, rhetoric, logic, and metaphys-

ics would train Marseillais boys for trade. Meanwhile, public exercises would 

“instruct citizens” as “subjects of the king, children of the patrie” and integrate 

the youth into the civic community. Guys urged échevins to stress how study di-

vorced from civic duty was “useless and dangerous.”17 Unless public and civic edu-

cation was implemented, the plague would return. Commercial extravagance 

could be neutralized only by “education in mores” and “mores in education.”18

Guys was not the only Marseillais academician to articulate the dangers of 

commercial luxury. André Liquier, who won the Académie’s essay contest in 

1777, argued that trading with foreigners brought “derangement,” “erased na-

tional characteristics, and introduced absurdity into laws and customs.” Re-

sponding to the essay question, “Quelle a été dans tous les temps l’infl uence du 

commerce sur l’esprit et les moeurs des peuples?”(What has always been the 

infl uence of commerce on the spirit and mores of peoples?), he asserted that 

commerce was “incompatible with all great virtues.” In a critique of progress 

echoing Jean- Jacques Rousseau’s Second Discourse, he maintained that com-

merce was not essential to human society; man was not commercial by nature. 

Virtues and vices, he argued, had been unknown among natural man, who lived 

by hunting. As civilization progressed, citizens avoided corruption as long as 

they limited themselves to domestic trade. International commerce, colonization, 

and  wholesale trading, however, led to “abuse of thought” and “corruption of 

taste.” International trade, in par tic u lar, he insisted, destroyed citizenship; “one 

forgets one’s country, one is there forgotten; if one returns, one is a stranger in 
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one’s own halls; father and children fail to recognize one another . . .  women, that 

sex as dangerous as it is useful to mores, remain alone, free to pursue their needs 

and frivolity.”19 The international market, he concluded, had to be restricted.

Such academic utterances indicate that eighteenth- century Marseillais writ-

ers mobilized the ideas of traditional classical republicanism and commercial 

civic spirit together, supporting continued commercial activity while advocating 

caution. Like Jean- Baptiste Colbert and royal administrators years earlier, Mar-

seillais academicians mistrusted unregulated commerce and unpoliced mer-

chant activity. The memory of the plague heightened these concerns. However, 

unlike royalist observers who regarded the monarchy as the sole guarantor of 

order, law, and virtue, they placed their trust in civic education and in the vir-

tuous citizen- merchant.

Marseille’s sword aristocracy also invoked plague and the vocabulary of vir-

tue to confront the problem of commercial corruption. The sword nobility, who 

had lost the privilege of holding public offi  ce in 1660, began regrouping shortly 

before the epidemic, submitting petitions to the Regent in 1716 to win back mu-

nicipal po liti cal power. They explained that since its founding, Marseille had 

been a republic, then a protectorate under the comtes de Provence, then a free 

city under royal governance since 1481. The noblesse d’epée insisted that through 

these changes, Marseille had always been governed by three noble consuls and 

a legal assesseur. Louis XIV, they claimed, had broken with tradition in installing 

négociants as échevins in 1660, provoking a dangerous “revolution” and “derange-

ment” in municipal leadership.

The aristocrats insisted that négociants made bad citizens. Négociants, they 

argued,  were neither physically nor po liti cally rooted in Marseille. “Négociants 

hardly own anything,” these aristocrats asserted; “their fortunes consist entirely 

of money or movable property.” The nobles connected the négociants’ uprooted-

ness to their self- interestedness. Subsequent petitions to the king claimed that 

the négociants’ commercial priorities and cosmopolitan lives  were not amenable 

to civic leadership, contending that “their transient habits rarely produce a patri-

otic spirit.” The négociants, they charged, abused their authority in the Hôtel 

de Ville and Chamber of Commerce, where they exploited their administrative 

powers to monopolize business and raise the prices of commodities.

The petitioners insisted that the noblesse d’epée  were best suited to govern the 

city. They “possessed less fragile, older links to society, and concerned them-

selves entirely with glory and prosperity.”20 They  were grounded in Marseille, 

jointly owning over three- fourths of all property and liquid assets in the city. The 
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sword nobles  were patriots ready “to sacrifi ce their goods and their life for the 

ser vice of the prince and their patrie.”21 If restored to power, they promised, they 

would put an end to fi nancial corruption and reestablish “equality” (albeit from 

their privileged position in the Old Regime’s hierarchical social order), as well 

as “wisdom” and “economy.”

The nobles’ arguments, framed in the rhetoric used against négociants dur-

ing the epidemic, gained currency following the plague. “Everyone knows,” they 

asserted, “that the plague was introduced in Marseille by the conniving of the 

offi  cers who, against all rules, allowed infected merchandise be brought [into the 

city] for the premier échevin.” Putting on their royalist hats, the nobility claimed 

that they  were more faithful to the king than  were merchants who had “aban-

doned the patrie.” Merchants  were distracted from civic duty by business, by 

associations with foreign merchants, and by fi nancial troubles. They could not 

supply virtuous municipal leadership.22

Marseille’s noble petitioners defi ned virtue as a long aristocratic heritage 

characterized by loyalty to the king, city and state patriotism, and exemplary 

public spirit based on “disinterestedness.” The virtue they described was, more-

over, synonymous with honor. This aristocratic quality was “indubitable” and 

guaranteed by the ancient constitution. Invoking pre ce dent and history, the pe-

titioners described how since time immemorial, “young and vigorous nobles 

assembled in the corps d’armée” had served their kings in the administration of 

justice, and held seats in royal councils.23 Nobles possessed a masculine virtue 

that gave them the strength to “crush enterprises formed by the enemies of the 

state.”24 Insisting that the nobility still retained such virtues, the petitioners 

asked the Crown for the opportunity “to help their fellow citizens in their en-

lightenment, their zeal and their works for the public good.”25

These nobles  were well aware of the challenges in convincing the Crown that 

a commercial city would benefi t from the leadership of nonmerchants. They 

admitted that as noblesse non- commercante, they  were not versed in the particu-

larities of trade. They  were farmers. But they insisted that their agricultural pur-

suits supported commerce. Agriculture was “the most important activity to true 

citizens.” Farmers grew the products essential for manufacturers. Négociants 

ignored the centrality of agriculture to commerce. The nobles used the example 

of Marseille’s failing wine trade to articulate how agricultural labor went to 

waste under the current administration. “Wine,” they pointed out, “is the sole 

product of Marseille’s sterile, mountainous territory, and we only have the means 

of making the worst, most expensive [kind].” Farmers required protection and 

privileges to sustain their activities; négociant administrateurs overlooked them, 
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however, in their rush to “enrich private individuals.” Such neglect led to “a to-

tal ruin of commerce.”26 The sword nobles promised that if they resumed civic 

leadership, they would reconnect the interests of “the cultivator, the landlord, 

and the merchant.” Proper attention to agriculture, increased production, bet-

ter  circulation of merchandise, and stabilized prices would allow for greater 

prosperity.27

The nobles converted their status as commercial outsiders into an asset, 

maintaining that a commercial city required the leadership of those who  were 

least committed to making a profi t. Nobles “were disinterested in commerce,” 

while the négociant administrateur cared for nothing but personal gain. The né-

gociant administrateur, in other words, “was incapable of understanding the true 

interests of commerce taken in the large sense.” As négociants, they  were “trained 

in the art of making their own fortunes and concerned only to preserve these.” 

The noble who had no vested interests in business could govern various com-

mercial bodies more judiciously. The nobles cited the échevins’ early struggles 

against Colbert, particularly their re sis tance to the edict of 1669, as an example 

of their self- interests prevailing over concern for the public good.28

Finally, the nobles criticized the négociant administration by arguing that 

what seemed to be commercial expansion was in reality nothing but a mirage. 

On the surface, the eigh teenth century might be a “golden age” of prosperity, but 

behind the façade, the civic government was “unfaithful” to the king, a “general 

confusion in all aff airs” troubled the marketplace, debts accumulated, and rev-

enues fell.29 The nobles invoked Montesquieu to illustrate the festering prob-

lems affl  icting a badly administered commercial society; “the author of the Spirit 

of the Laws has written, ‘in countries where people are moved solely by the spirit 

of commerce, they sacrifi ce everything humane, all moral virtues.’ ”30 Such a 

trade- off , they warned, was dangerous. It destabilized state and society. The em-

powerment of négociants to positions of civic authority exacerbated this social 

and moral derangement. “The kingdom is not made to become a republic of 

merchants,” they warned, “[the state] is founded on arms . . .  what will be the 

point of honor that renders our nobility invincible, if négociants become equal to 

them [in power]?” Such disorder— in morality, politics, society, and commerce— 

had become apparent in 1720, when plague devastated Marseille. “The plague,” 

they explained “had access to Marseille only through the entry of merchandise 

coming from the Levant.” The Bureau de la santé had failed to “moderate the 

cupidity of the négociant, to whom any delays [in quarantine] are onerous.” The 

avoidance of future corruption and disaster required nobles to oversee the Hôtel 

de Ville, Chamber of Commerce, and institutions of health and police.31
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The nobles concluded their appeals by maintaining that they, unlike mer-

chants,  were consistently motivated by their civic spirit, patriotism, honor, and 

virtue. Furthermore, they stressed that whereas “the republican character” was 

“always manifest” in the négociant administration, nobles  were not inspired by 

quasi-frondeur- like republicanism. They  were royalist subjects and model citi-

zens who believed that “without the nobility, there is no monarchy, and without 

the monarchy, there is no nobility.”32

The Marseillais négociants responded to these petitions by adopting the lan-

guage of utility, virtue, patriotism, and public spirit, albeit diff erently from the 

nobility, to defend their positions of municipal power. In response to the most 

recent Mémoire of the noblesse d’epée, they declared that “the public voice of a 

maritime and commercial city is that of all négociants.” Rejecting the nobles’ 

accusations that merchants  were “self- interested,” “vain,” “ignorant,” and “re-

publican,” the négociants argued that they made as many sacrifi ces for their 

country as did nobles on the battlefi eld for their king; “how many times have we 

put ourselves in danger to enrich [the state], to enhance its public image, to pro-

cure goods and merchandise for you?” The négociants insisted that nobles and 

merchants commonly served king and state, the former through their military 

conquests, the latter through their commerce; “we glory in our turn for being 

representatives of the nation,” they described, “by making known our commer-

cial freedom and the attachment we have to our prince.” Commerce was useful 

to the state, moreover, and benefi cial to the public good; “we render ser vices that 

you know are useful, as négociants, as échevins, our markets are opened to the 

needs of the state, and when it is necessary to serve the patrie; although it may 

seem to you that we are entirely devoted to our commerce, we know how to sac-

rifi ce our time and our interests to the public cause.” Finally, the négociants used 

their elite social standing to demonstrate how the Second Estate and the upper 

tier of the Third Estate  were practically united: “we are your neighbors; our 

daughters are your wives.”33

On 1 January 1767, the Crown issued a new, mixed civic constitution for Mar-

seille that reestablished the sword nobility in civic governance. Marseille would 

be administered by a mayor, four échevins, an assesseur and a 36- member city 

council. The mayor could be a noble, négociant, or a non-négociant. The premier 

échevin was specifi ed as a non- ennobled négociant; the second échevin, a bour-

geois or merchant with assets amounting to a minimum of 20,000 livres. The 

assesseur would, as before, be a lawyer. Councilmen would hold three- year terms 

and cycle in twelve at a time: each cohort would consist of three nobles, three 

non- ennobled négociants, three bourgeois, two merchants, and a lawyer.34



p o s t m o r t e m   189

Marseille’s noble and non- noble elites mobilized vocabularies of virtue, citizen-

ship, disinterestedness, moral responsibility, and patriotism in diff erent ways to 

imagine a healthier, commercially prosperous and po liti cally sound city and state. 

Both the sword nobility and elite merchants imagined that as administrators 

and academicians, they could inspire virtue in a commercial city. Yet, haunted by 

memories of medical and commercial catastrophe in 1720, these very people also 

conceded that commercial society tended to corrode such virtue.

It must be said that while these elites bound together diff erent aspects of clas-

sical republican traditions, commercial civic spirit, and notions of utility and 

aristocratic honor, none— be they négociant, nobility or academician— would 

claim to be po liti cally republican. “Revolution” and “republican”  were pejorative 

terms that suggested instability, civil war, decline, and po liti cal unrest. Remain-

ing royalist, they applied classical republican values to form their ideals of a 

model citizen and subject. In these formulations, the ideal royal subject looked 

more like an ideal citizen. De cades before the French Revolution of 1789 and the 

founding of the First French Republic, Marseillais elites cultivated moral values 

of public spirit without offi  cially being rights- bearing citizens.

darkness in the age of enlightenment: 
continued fears of commerce

Beyond Marseille, French intellectuals and administrators participated in simi-

lar debates over commercial society. The writings of two prominent fi gures— 

Chevalier Andrew Ramsay and commissaire de la marine André- François Boureau- 

Deslandes—demonstrate how classical republican sensibilities permeated the 

intellectual landscape of Old Regime France in the mid eigh teenth century. 

These men subscribed to a dark “republican historicism,” understanding his-

tory as a cyclical story of continuous revolutions. Both accepted commerce as 

the basis for the arts, sciences, knowledge, culture, and proper sociability. But in 

their imaginations, commerce, the very motor of progress, threatened to desta-

bilize state and society. They insisted that virtue was essential to prevent moral 

degeneration in commercial society.

One of the best- selling pieces of literature published after the plague on the 

subject of commercial society and the challenges of maintaining a sound po liti-

cal state was the Scottish- born Chevalier Andrew Ramsay’s A New Cyropaedia, or 

The Travels of Cyrus. Ramsay spent the majority of his life in France, after meet-

ing François Fénelon in 1710. His close friendship with Fénelon and his pro-

longed stays in Paris allowed him into the circles of Montesquieu, Bolingbroke, 
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Cardinal Fleury, and the duc de Sully. His Travels of Cyrus appeared in 1727; an 

En glish edition followed soon after.

The Travels is modeled on Fénelon’s Télémaque. Ramsay describes the jour-

neys of Cyrus, heir to the Persian throne, through Egypt, Greece, Tyre, and Baby-

lon, during which Cyrus discovers various states and methods of rule. His po-

liti cal education begins with his departure from Persia, when he discovers that 

cities and states are prone to corruption. In neighboring Ecbatana, he fi nds that 

the spirit of conquest has generated luxury. Men have become “eff eminate,” 

“probity” and “honor” have disappeared, and people prefer “plea sure” and “idle 

passions” to the public good.35

This “fatal circle” materialized in all societies, in Ramsay’s view, and was ac-

celerated through unregulated commercial expansion. He therefore preferred 

agricultural societies to commercial ones, seeing in the former, the foundation 

for a sounder po liti cal and moral regime. In this regard, Ramsay’s historical 

worldview was consistent with Fénelon’s. He admired the ancient Egyptians, for 

instance. Governed by shepherd- kings, they contented themselves “in the sim-

plicity of a country life,” and made “agriculture, hunting and the liberal arts 

[their] choicest occupations.” Conquest, commerce and luxury, however, turned 

the empire toward corruption, tyranny, rebellion, and anarchy. Cyrus learns that 

while in the past, “the Universe was in perfect harmony,” human beings lurched 

toward their downfall. “The Empire of Opinion, that of Ambition, and that of 

Sensuality” destroyed ancient virtues, and people “became subject to diseases 

and death, the mind to error and to passions.”36

According to Ramsay, republics, monarchies, and empires shared the same 

fate; Sparta, Athens, Corinth, and Egypt all fell after commercial excess intro-

duced vast inequalities of wealth, the confusion of contradictory laws, and cor-

rupted education.37 Ramsay’s Travels of Cyrus taught that “everything degener-

ates among men: wisdom and virtue have their vicissitudes in the body politic, 

as health and strength have in the natural.” Monarchies tended to tyranny. 

Republican governments became prone to “factions, intrigues and cabals.” 

No form of government was perfect; “the desire of unbound authority in Princes, 

and the love of in de pen dence in the People, expose all kingdoms to inevitable 

revolutions.”38

Was there a way to hinder this degeneration? Ramsay insisted that the answer 

lay not in the forms of governments or contents of laws, but rather, in the virtue 

of rulers and of subjects and citizens. “All sorts of Governments are good,” he 

claimed, when those who govern place public welfare above personal interests. 

Monarchies could be stabilized by virtuous princes; republics by virtuous citi-
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zens. While Ramsay argued that each po liti cal regime had laws best suited to it, 

he assumed that virtue was more or less the same among all men; it involved a 

preference for simplicity, an appreciation for just laws, heroism, “the generous 

forgetting of one’s self,” and distaste for luxury.39

State administrators shared with writers like Ramsay the notion that virtue 

was the panacea for declining commercial societies. André- François Boureau- 

Deslandes (1690– 1757), contrôleur and commissaire de la marine at the port of 

Brest, discussed such concepts in his Essai sur la marine et sur le commerce, writ-

ten for the comte de Maurepas in 1743, and his Lettre sur le luxe (1745). He wrote 

of commerce’s utility to state, emphasizing how it served as a barometer for the 

state’s stability and power. He stressed the importance of frugality, virtue, pa-

triotism, and public spirit, urging Frenchmen to follow the examples of the 

Greeks and Romans and to realize their commitment to the state through par-

ticipation in commercial ventures. Yet he clung to the notion that the French 

nobility, merchants, trading companies and monopolies, and general population 

failed to obey their monarch’s regulating hand, and preferred to serve their pri-

vate interests at the expense of the general good.40

Boureau- Deslandes began with a discussion of civilizations that distin-

guished themselves through naval and commercial activity. He credited the 

Phoenicians, Greeks, and Egyptians for their commerce and for the canals they 

engineered to transport commodities. Commerce improved politics; kings  were 

merely “heroes” when they led wars; they became “sovereign” when they devel-

oped commerce. They established laws to govern commercial enterprises. Infra-

structure improved. State and society, bolstered by fair trade laws and popula-

tion increases, stabilized and strengthened.41

Virtue and commerce developed together in the early stages of progress. Ac-

cording to Boureau- Deslandes, commerce did not necessarily ruin states. He 

used the example of the ancient Romans to demonstrate how commerce soft-

ened the mores of the rugged and militaristic population. “Probity, disinterest-

edness and moderation,” gave way to “new notions of virtue.” In place of their 

“severity of manners,” the Romans adopted politesse, elegance, and refi ned socia-

bility. Such moral transformations manifested themselves in buildings, furni-

ture, fashion, estates, and  house ware.42 Meanwhile, commerce in Alexandria 

allowed the Ptolemies to stabilize their government. The Hanseatic cites of the 

German north boasted a similar situation, as did Venice and Amsterdam later. 

These attracted foreign merchants and immigrants and became “magnifi cent,” 

but the “private man” remained frugal. Farther afi eld in China, commerce and 

virtue also developed in tandem. The Chinese, Boureau- Deslandes wrote,  were 
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“active, frugal, and taken up entirely with the study of commerce . . .  they 

avoid[ed] idleness and indolence.” Their government was “the most perfect of 

any in the world, the wisest and least tyrannical, the most favorable to merit.” 

Commerce made all these places cosmopolitan utopias.43

France, Boureau- Deslandes claimed, could have followed such examples. It 

was geo graph i cally well suited for naval and commercial activity. Led by Char-

lemagne in the Middle Ages, the Gauls established ports and created passage-

ways linking the Atlantic to the Mediterranean. Religious pursuits, however, 

distracted them from commerce; fi rst the Crusades, then the Wars of Religion 

disrupted trade. Frenchmen only rediscovered commerce under the guidance of 

the Bourbon monarchy. Boureau- Deslandes commended Cardinal Richelieu, 

Louis XIII, and Louis XIV for stimulating international commerce, encouraging 

foreign merchants to become naturalized in France, establishing trading com-

panies and allowing the nobility to participate in commerce.44

French subjects, however, failed to follow the guidance of these latest mon-

archs. Boureau- Deslandes lamented how “private interest overbalances the love 

of public good.” Patriotism, he claimed, did not exist in France. The most abomi-

nable group among the French population, he specifi ed, was “the lazy nobility, 

who make the pursuit of plea sure their sole occupation.” Eff eminate and de-

cadent, they forgot their “masculine and generous virtue” and clung to empty 

titles without demonstrating any personal merit. Meanwhile, egotism and ava-

rice prevailed at all levels of society. French merchants ignored governmental 

regulations, imported more goods than the subjects could reasonably con-

sume, and perpetuated fraudulent practices. In short, “the par tic u lar and private 

advantages . . .  incline them, generally speaking, to sacrifi ce all concern for the 

public welfare, with respect to the nation.” 45

Boureau- Deslandes advocated education to rectify this lack of interest in the 

public good. An educational program that stressed commerce’s importance to 

states would allow students to observe how the market could augment “the con-

fi dence of the public and the authority of the sovereign.” 46 Boureau- Deslandes 

grew increasingly pessimistic, however, in his views on France’s po liti cal and 

social stability. Two years following the publication of his Essai, his Lettre sur le 

luxe, written for the Académie royale des sciences de Paris and royal academies 

of St. Petersburg, London, Edinburgh, Bologna, Prus sia, and Sweden, revealed 

his growing concerns that Frenchmen failed as subjects and citizens.

The Lettre begins: “Luxury is a pernicious thing in a state.” 47 Boureau- 

Deslandes defi ned luxury as “an agreeable or brilliant superfl uity, that adds to 
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the indispensable needs of life: they are goods, advantages that one can abso-

lutely do without, but that one procures for oneself out of vanity, due to an intem-

perance of taste, often because of a strong attachment to what is in style; fi nally, 

it is an excess where the price or value depends solely on imagination, and that 

has nothing in itself to do with reality.” He distinguished between two kinds of 

luxury: luxe de genie and luxe de moeurs. The fi rst was a positive luxury that al-

lowed for the progress of culture, and the development of beauty and perfection; 

the other led to the corruption of taste and morality. Boureau- Deslandes lauded 

the “noblest” examples of art, painting, literature, philosophy, and science that 

attested to the “perfection” of culture and the “honor of the state.” Such products 

contrasted against the luxe de table, luxe d’habits, luxe de meubles and “ridiculous” 

excesses that inundated the market. “France,” he argued, “is now a country of 

decoration,” where “simple mores conforming to nature are banished.” Extrava-

gance, he described, was most apparent in Paris, where trends in furniture and 

jewelry changed three times a year. Luxury, he continued, created disorder in the 

state by confounding orders and ranks. Clothes, fashion, and tastes tended toward 

uniformity until one failed to distinguish “those who by birth or by employment 

must necessarily be distinguished.” Worse, useless commodities “ruined health” 

and “rendered men less strong, less courageous, less able to continue work.” This 

luxe, Boureau- Deslandes warned, “prepared the liveliest nation for death.” 48

International commercial expansion in the mid eigh teenth century was a 

source of anxiety to many French elites. From Marseillais academicians and 

sword nobility to state administrators, the constant infl ux of new commodities 

into urban centers raised fears that things and people  were moving too fast. Mar-

seille’s duty- free trade with the Ottoman Empire, its rapidly shifting demograph-

ics, and the endless shuffl  ing in and out of foreign and Marseillais merchants 

exacerbated these worries. Trends in fashion, furniture, and food came and 

went, Boureau- Deslandes wrote; merchants failed to establish roots in their na-

tive cities, let alone countries, Marseillais nobles observed. It did not take a mis-

anthrope like Jean- Jacques Rousseau to notice these developments and the po-

tential threat to po liti cal, moral, and cultural stability that they represented. 

Some who  were quite supportive of Marseille’s and France’s commercial activi-

ties equally found the uprooting tendencies of the marketplace disturbing. 

While French subjects sipped Turkish coff ee out of Chinese porcelain, adopted 

“eastern” sartorial styles, and embarked on physical and armchair travels to the 

Mediterranean, the Near East, the Far East, and the New World, observers ques-

tioned the moral eff ects of all this.
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For observers like Boureau- Deslandes, the concepts of virtue and patriotism 

provided a means to reconnect and ground people: to reestablish their loyalty to 

the king, to connect them to their native cities, and to form a common interest 

for the community and public good. The classical tropes of civic virtue and 

amour de la patrie became useful to anchor a modernizing commercial state and 

society that  were seen as fundamentally unstable. “[T]he French assertion of 

love of the patrie required a rethinking of the relationship between antiquity and 

modernity because patriotism’s new appeal partly refl ected a discomfort with 

certain features of the modern world— the increased role of money and fi nance, 

the growth of commerce, social mobility, egoism,” Jay Smith writes. The ancient 

values that some administrators, phi los o phers and aristocrats idealized— of fru-

gality, public spirit, and “disinterestedness”— united old classical republican 

traditions and established concepts of honor with a new patriotic sensibility.49

The adoption of ancient ideals to solve modern problems created an intellec-

tual environment where the stabilization of commercial society could be under-

stood both as restoration and reform. Restoration suggested a return to an ideal 

past, while reform involved creating an ideal new form of po liti cal and social 

existence. Those who understood stabilization as restoration attacked the prob-

lem of commercial society from po liti cally conservative angles. These  were the 

nobility, who saw themselves responsible for restoring their own order, the French 

people, and the state to a morally superior existence. They imagined the reestab-

lishment of social hierarchies, the reinstallation of the nobility in their old posi-

tions of po liti cal power and privilege, and the curtailing of social mobility. Such 

 were the Marseillais nobility who asked to be allowed to reenter the municipal 

administration, the Aixois parlementary magistrates who criticized Comman-

dant Langeron’s plague- time administration, and the Burgundian circle that 

sought to curtail the excesses of Louis Quatorzian self- aggrandizement. Those 

who understood the stabilization of commercial society as reform found comfort 

in a brighter future that emphasized equality; public education, meritocracy, 

and the creation of fair, judicious laws, they believed, would lead Frenchmen 

toward further progress, civilization, and enlightenment. In Marseille, academi-

cians and merchants made up a large portion of this group.

Both approaches— restoration and reform— rested on potentially inclusive 

principles. In the last de cades of the Old Regime, patriotism, honor, and virtue 

 were ideals that  were theoretically open to many. While Boureau- Deslandes, 

like the abbé Sièyes, accused the aristocracy of being the most corrupt group of 

Frenchmen, and while nobles charged négociants with moral defi ciencies, vari-

ous members of the po liti cal, intellectual, and administrative elites claimed that 
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virtue, honor, and patriotism could be realized by French subjects regardless of 

estate or order. In other words, by appealing to such ideals like “disinterested-

ness,” “probity,” “honor,” and “virtue” that  were not limited to one par tic u lar 

order, French subjects implicitly challenged the importance of established hier-

archies. Academicians claimed that they  were the beacons of virtue and honor, 

as did négociants, ennobled royal administrators, and sword aristocrats. Mem-

bers of all three estates made claims to virtue, honor, and patriotism, thereby 

threatening the rigid social hierarchies that had distinguished them for 

centuries.

Moreover, these discussions sometimes generated inclusive interpretations 

of “other” civilizations and populations outside of France. Eurocentric though 

they  were, French writers noted that the ancient Greeks and Romans, Persians, 

Egyptians, Chinese, and Turks all historically had things in common with the 

French, and had developed theories of governance, established formidable cities 

and states, and contributed to the progress of science, art, and culture. French 

debates over civilization— whether it was poised for progress or decline— 

allowed intellectuals and administrators to emphasize certain universal moral 

characteristics that extended beyond national, religious, or ethnic boundaries. 

At the same time, however, post- plague wariness of international commerce and 

its dangers, combined with Louis XV’s wars in the mid- century, and the devel-

opment of new patriotic sensibilities, energized exclusionary and discrimina-

tory utterances suspicious of, and condescending toward, non- French popula-

tions. Virtue, in this environment, became increasingly seen as an attribute of the 

French.

Ultimately, even within France, certain groups lost their grip on the lan-

guages of virtue, honor, and patriotism at the end of the Old Regime. We know 

that after 1789, the nobility’s claims to be models of virtue, public spirit, and 

patriotism disintegrated after the abbé Sieyès denounced them as incapable and 

uninterested in national belonging. Meanwhile, after the notion of the rights- 

bearing citizen was introduced with the Declaration of the Rights of Man and 

Citizen and bolstered by the Constitution of 1791, active citizenship would 

 nevertheless be closed to the majority of Frenchmen and Frenchwomen as the 

French Revolution ground on. But in the last de cades of the Old Regime, the idi-

oms of patriotism, public spirit, virtue, and honor remained relatively inclusive 

in the context of a modernizing commercial state and society. This study has 

tried to demonstrate that this was the case in one par tic u lar locality, Marseille, 

where clergymen, nobility, ennobled merchants, and non- noble elite common-

ers off ered various iterations of classical republican thought as they discussed 
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the viability of commercial expansion. But it has also attempted to show that 

what went on in Marseille refl ected larger trends in France as a  whole. And while 

these discussions fostered the intellectual preconditions for the French Revolu-

tion, and  were part of the long- term conceptual transformations that fractured 

the Old Regime, they also contributed to prolonging the lifespan of the Bourbon 

monarchy.
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