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The 1755 Lisbon disaster, the

earthquake that shook Europe
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The Lisbon earthquake is famous for its central role in the 18th century ‘quarrel
of Optimism’. The accounts of the disaster by some witnesses are presented and
the contributions that the earthquake inspired to many European authors, less
well-known than Voltaire, in the domains of science, literature, religion and
philosophy, are summarily reviewed. The paper emphasizes the repercussions the
earthquake had in Germany, quite remote from the disaster area, but intellectually
much alive, at the time of Frederic II.

The 1755 Lisbon earthquake is admittedly famous, but after 250 years, the only
response that its mention elicits, most of the time, is a knee-jerk reference to
Voltaire’s Candide.

Now, although it is true that Candide is a satire on the philosophy of Optimism,
which was severely shaken by the earthquake, the Lisbon episode is only a small
part of the novel. Voltaire dwelt much more seriously on the earthquake in his
Poem on the Lisbon disaster, which gave rise to an exchange with Rousseau. If
one were to peruse the various journals dealing with the history of ideas, and count
the articles devoted to the controversy between Voltaire and Rousseau, one would
get the feeling that nothing else was written at the time. I will try to correct this
mistaken impression by emphasizing the contributions that the earthquake
inspired to other European authors, some of them less well known, in the domains
of science, literature, religion and philosophy.

In addition to evoking Candide, some people might add that the earthquake was
felt all over Europe, a persistent idea which, as we will see, is not entirely correct,
at least if taken literally and not figuratively.

And since we are in Potsdam, I will insist on the repercussions the earthquake
had in Germany, quite remote from the disaster area, but intellectually very much
alive, at the time of Friedrich II.

However, before examining the impact of the earthquake on science and
culture in Europe, we must first focus on what really happened in Lisbon on
1 November 1755.
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170 Jean-Paul Poirier

The earthquake

In the middle of the 18th century, Lisbon, superbly situated at the mouth of the
river Tagus, was – after Paris and Naples – one of the great capitals of Europe.
The gold and diamonds of Brazil had allowed the kings and the nobility to build
sumptuous palaces and innumerable churches and convents of extravagant luxury.
However, the unequal Methuen treaty had made Portugal economically
completely dependent on England and, despite its showy buildings, Lisbon was
what we would call now a third-world city.

The English novelist Henry Fielding, who disembarked in Lisbon in August
1754, a few months before his death, wrote in his Journal of a Voyage to Lisbon:
‘About seven in the evening, I got into a chaise on shore and was driven through
the nastiest city in the world, tho’ at the same time one of the most populous, to
a kind of coffee-house.’

The Lisboetes were extraordinarily pious, of a very demonstrative and
superstitious kind of piety. Monks and priests made up a sixth of the population
of the city and there was, of course, the omnipotent and terrifying Inquisition with
its autos-de-fé. It was therefore not surprising that, on the morning of Saturday,
1 November 1755, the feast of All Saints, throngs of people filled the churches.

At this point, let us briefly hear what witnesses to the disaster have to say. I
have selected three representative and articulate witnesses.

Miguel Tibério Pedegache Brandão Ivo, a Portuguese young man of French
descent, well versed in literature and sciences, correspondent of the Journal
Etranger, Thomas Chase, a member of the British colony in Lisbon, who wrote
a long letter to his mother, and the French Ambassador, the Comte de Baschi, who
frequently reported to the Minister of foreign affairs of Louis XV.

Pedegache, who escaped unscathed, wrote his scientific and factual report on
11 November. He started by stating the barometric pressure and the temperature
at 9�45 am, the time of the rumbling that announced the first shock. He then
proceeded to give a chronology of the three successive shocks and the ruin of all
buildings. After the third shock, dust again darkened the sky and the Earth seemed
to be entering Chaos. The wailings of the survivors, the moanings of the
moribunds, the shaking of the earth and the darkness increased the horror and
the fright. Then, as people thought the worst was over, came the fire, excited by
a violent wind. Nobody even tried to extinguish it, as people cared only about
saving their own lives. Finally, the sea rose and invaded the lower parts of the
city. Those who had thought to find some safety on the river were drowned as
their small crafts were hurled and crushed against one another.

As Pedegache says: ‘the four elements were in league to destroy the city’.
This became a cliché in most of the literary productions about the disaster.
Pedegache estimated the number of casualties as 30 or 40,000 people, because of
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171The 1755 Lisbon disaster, the earthquake that shook Europe

the great number of people who were in churches and were buried under their
ruins. As for him, he lost all his possessions and particularly his rich library of
3000 volumes and the manuscripts of his literary and scientific works. He
concluded: ‘Lisbon is lost and cannot be rebuilt where she stood.’

Thomas Chase was an Englishman born in Lisbon. The disaster happened on
his 26th birthday. When he felt the first tremor, he, very unwisely, rushed to the
top floor of his house to see what had happened, but the house fell and he was
imprisoned under the rubble, with a broken arm and wounded legs. He managed
to escape to the street, blocked by ruins, where he collapsed. He was rescued by
a kind merchant from Hamburg, who took him home and tended his wounds.
Trying to escape the fire, they went to the Palace square. ‘The populace, it seems,
were all full of the notion that it was the Judgment-day, and willing therefore to
be employed in good works, they had loaded themselves with crucifix and
saints […] and whenever the earth trembled, all on their knees ejaculated,
Misericordia! in the most doleful accents imaginable. […] It was impossible to
guess what turn their furious zeal might take against that worst of criminals, a
Heretic! This made me dread the approach of every person.’

This fright of religious fanaticism is echoed in an even more forceful manner
by some of the Hamburg merchants present in Lisbon. One of them wrote: ‘Since
yesterday morning, I have spent the time in anguish and terror, without eating or
sleeping […] I was sweating from fear, because I figured that the superstitious
populace had put into their heads that this sad destiny had been visited on them
because of the heretics.’

François de Baschi, Ambassador of France, lost no time to report the
catastrophe to Versailles. On 3 November, no secretary being apparently
available, he wrote a dispatch with his own hand on a scrap of paper, from a place
in the country where he had taken refuge, under a makeshift tent. Most of the
houses, he says, were destroyed and as there were domestic fires lit in many of
them, they started, with the help of a violent wind, the great fire that engulfed the
city. He mentions that he jumped from his bed and escaped in dressing gown and
slippers, with his wife and children. His neighbour, the Count of Perelada,
Ambassador of Spain, was not so lucky, as he was crushed by the heavy,
emblazoned, stone escutcheon over the portal of his town-house, when trying to
escape in the street. The news of the poor Count’s sad fate was announced in all
European gazettes, as though his demise had been one of the most tragic
consequences of the earthquake. It was even mentioned in a letter from the
predicant of the Swedish embassy, Daniel Zachrisson Hallman to the great
naturalist Carl von Linné.

Baschi, having retrieved his horses, immediately went to present his sad
compliments to the King and the royal family. Baschi was luckier than the Papal
Nuncio who reported to the Vatican that he had ‘lost his secretary, his chamberlain
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and some of his mules in the stables.’ In a dispatch of 15 December, Baschi wrote
that there were probably not more than 12,000 dead, which tallies with modern
estimates.

The king was overwhelmed by the event, so the Secretary of State, José de
Carvalho (who became marquis of Pombal 15 years later, in 1770), took charge
and immediately issued a spate of orders to prevent famine and looting and to
organize mass burials at sea. His very first order concerned the removal of the
count of Perelada’s body from under the rubble! On the spiritual side, Carvalho
took measures aimed at appeasing the Lord, like organizing processions, but, at
the same time, he asked the Cardinal-Patriarch to enjoin the monks and clerics
to stop their unauthorized apocalyptic predictions, which demoralized the people
and prevented them from working.

The damage was considerable: in addition to most of the houses, 35 out of about
40 parish churches were reduced to ruins. The Royal Palace and the splendid new
Opera house were destroyed, probably not so much by the earthquake as by the
fire.

In descriptions of great earthquakes by witnesses, one can often read that
chasms opened in the earth, engulfing houses and people, and that fire issued from
them. One French witness, who was in the open country, claimed to have seen
the ground open, emitting fire and a thick smoke, making him afraid of being
precipitated into the bowels of the earth. In Morocco, it was reported that the earth
opened engulfing a great number of Arabs, with their tents, horses and camels,
as well as a fort with 5000 people. But, although some witnesses fell prey to this
flight of fancy, others made more reliable observations. Thus, Thomas Chase
wrote:

No fire came out of the ground, nor were there any openings of the earth […]
but every where innumerable cracks, from many of which were thrown up water
and sand.

A perfect description of what seismologists call ‘sand fountains’, characteristic
of a high earthquake intensity (magnitude IX).

Indeed, the theme of the earth that opens in chasms is another literary cliché,
which can be found in most poems written about the disaster of Lisbon.

After earth, fire and air, only water was needed to complete the list of the Four
Elements. The earthquake was due to the breaking of a submarine fault, about a
hundred kilometres off the coast of Portugal, which also gave rise to a tsunami.
The Tagus rose, probably by about 5 m, in Lisbon, penetrating some 250 m inland,
but causing more fright than damage. However, more south, in Cadiz, it was a
wall of water 15 m high, that rushed across the levee outside the town, sweeping
away carriages and people, among which was the young Racine, grandson of the
great poet. The untimely demise of this otherwise unremarkable young man, was
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173The 1755 Lisbon disaster, the earthquake that shook Europe

deplored in a number of forgettable poems on the Lisbon disaster that were
published in French literary journals.

Although the damage caused by the earthquake and the tsunami was
considerable in Morocco, the intensity in the Iberian peninsula fell off rapidly with
distance, from X in the worst hit parts of Lisbon to about III near the Pyrénées.
In France and Italy, the effects of the earthquake, when felt at all, were limited
to the swinging of hanging lamps. In Venice, Casanova, imprisoned in the Piombi,
only noticed a slight twisting of a rafter. Thus, the notion, widespread in the 18th
and 19th century, that the Lisbon earthquake shook all Europe is, to say the least,
an exaggeration.

However, all over Europe, some effects were indeed felt, which people did not,
at first, put in relation with the earthquake, as the news of the disaster had not yet
reached them. In Great Britain, the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal
Society published a number of letters reporting that ‘An extraordinary and
surprising Agitation of the Waters, though without any perceptible Motion of the
Earth [had] been observed in various Parts of this Island.’ One Scotsman wrote
that people told him they had seen a very extraordinary agitation of the waters at
Loch Ness. Perhaps thinking of the local monster, he added: ‘I refused giving
credit to their story’, but he eventually came to believe it. Similar effects on lakes
were reported in France, Switzerland, Germany and even in Finland.

On 18 December 1755, Friedrich II wrote to his sister Wilhelmine, Markgräfin
of Bayreuth: ‘At Stettin, the Oder swelled during four minutes, flooding the
suburbs. […] At Templin [not far from Berlin], the lake rose and suddenly
inundated one of its banks, forcing fishermen to flee.’ More than a hundred years
later, the memory of such an unusual event still lived and peasants could tell the
writer Theodor Fontane of the agitation of the lake of Stechlin in the Mark
Brandenburg. In the famous spa of Töplitz in Bohemia (now Teplice), the springs
ran dry, before the water started gushing out again, blood-red at first.

The sloshing of water in the lakes was explained, in 1914, by the American
seismologist Harry Reid as instances of the phenomenon of seiches. The long
period surface waves generated by the earthquake can propagate very far from
the epicentre, with a motion of the ground undetectable except by seismographs,
and set the water in the lakes in free-oscillations.

Although less well understood, the effect of earthquakes on the flow of springs,
even at distances greater than 1000 km, is rather well documented, in particular
by the work of Jochen Zschau and his co-workers at the GFZ in Potsdam.

The scientific impact

Aristotle, in his Meteorologics, proposed that earthquakes were due to windy
exhalations, striving to issue from subterranean caverns. More than 2000 years
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174 Jean-Paul Poirier

later, at the end of the 18th century, the prevailing scientific explanation of
earthquakes still did not essentially differ from the Aristotelian pneumatic theory.
Only the subterranean winds were now thought to be gases produced by the
‘fermentation’, followed by combustion and explosion, of flammable substances
such as bitumen, sulphur or nitre, found in the underground. This theory, promoted
by Buffon among others, accounted nicely for the association of volcanoes with
earthquakes.

In his letter of December 1755 to his sister Wilhelmine, about the earthquake,
Friedrich II, the Philosopher King writes: ‘As for me, although I am not a great
physicist, I have made up my own system of physics, as did Buffon. […] I think
that there is in the centre of the earth an elementary fire, which agitated by different
causes, forms subterranean canals ending at the surface of the earth. […] The
principal seat of the fire is under Lisbon. The sulphur and saltpetre that are present
in the ground of this country fed this fire, which consequently had the effect of
an exploding mine.’ The theory was not original but the king, modestly, adds ‘I
give you this reasoning for what it is worth […] but I am persuaded that it is so.
[…] After all, if I am wrong, I can be consoled by thinking I am not alone.’ Indeed,
he was wrong and he was not alone!

In 1756, the young Immanuel Kant published a History and description of the
most remarkable events relative to the earthquake that shook a great part of
the earth at the end of the year 1755. In this scientific monograph, Kant explained
that:

The earthquakes reveal to us that, near its surface, the earth is full of caverns.
[…] These cavities all contain a burning fire, or, at least, a flammable matter that
needs only a slight stimulation to furiously rage about and shake or even split
the ground above.

Kant rightly asserted that the earthquake originated at the bottom of the sea and
that the sudden vertical motion of the oceanic floor, pushed the water upwards
and sideways and caused the tidal wave. He accounted for the oscillations of the
lakes in Northern Europe, without perceptible ground shaking, by the propagation
of the submarine shock through seawater.

Three years later, in 1759, the English physicist and geologist, the Rev. John
Michell wrote a long article in the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society
entitled Conjectures concerning the Cause, and Observations upon the
Phœnomena of Earthquakes; particularly of that great Earthquake of the First
of November 1755, which proved so fatal to the City of Lisbon, and whose Effects
were felt as far as Africa, and more or less throughout almost all Europe. He
wrote:

It has been the general opinion of philosophers, that earthquakes owe their origin
to some sudden explosion in the internal parts of the earth. […] The conjectures,
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however, concerning the cause of such explosions have not been yet, I think,
sufficiently supported by facts. … The cause, I mean, is subterraneous fires.
These fires, if a large quantity of water should be let out upon them suddenly,
may produce a vapour, whose quantity and elastic force may be fully sufficient
for that purpose [shaking the earth].

This is a variant of the Aristotelian theory, already proposed by Seneca in his
Naturales quæstiones.

We can thus conclude that the scientific impact of the Lisbon earthquake was
insignificant; the venerable pneumatic theories were trotted out and there were no
geologists that could make field observations. Things were much different, less
than 30 years later, after the great Calabrian earthquake of 1783.

There was, however, an interesting attempt at predicting a future earthquake,
from historical seismicity data, using a concept that modern seismologists
call interval of recurrence. Pedegache, in a book on the earthquake published in
1756, listed all earthquakes having struck Lisbon in historical times and noticed
that the three greatest happened in 1309, 1531 and 1755, separated by intervals
of 222 and 224 years. He then ventured a hypothesis, which, he says, ‘may seem
extravagant to many people, but is nevertheless not without any foundation. It is
that there will be a great earthquake in Portugal between 1977 and 1985.’ There,
indeed, was one of magnitude 7.9 in 1969. Not bad for an extravagant hypothesis!

The religious and literary impact

There was a general consensus among believers that the earthquake was a
manifestation of God’s wrath and had been visited on Lisbon to punish its
inhabitants for their sins. A holy man, Father Malagrida, a Jesuit, wrote a pamphlet
entitled: Judgment on the true cause of the earthquake that happened in Lisbon
on the 1st of November 1755. In it, he declared that the earthquake had not been
caused by any natural phenomenon such as stars, comets, vapours or exhalations,
but only by the intolerable sins of the inhabitants of Lisbon.

One problem lay in specifically identifying the sins that had caused God’s
displeasure.

The populace of Lisbon, excited by fanatic preachers, believed that the
tolerance manifested toward the heretics living in town was one of the causes of
their misfortunes. Conversely, in protestant countries, it was generally held that
the existence of the infamous Inquisition was amply sufficient to account for the
divine retribution.

For the French Jansenist, Laurent-Etienne Rondet, who published, in 1756, his
Reflexions on the disaster of Lisbon, there was no doubt that the Lord struck
Portugal because of the Inquisition, but also because it was the cradle of the
Society of Jesus. A noble Portuguese, converted to Protestantism, the Knight of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1062798706000172
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Nottingham, on 01 Feb 2021 at 14:57:35, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1062798706000172
https://www.cambridge.org/core


176 Jean-Paul Poirier

Oliveira, wrote a rather incendiary pamphlet, published in January 1756,
dedicated to the King of Portugal. He attributed the disaster to the superstitious
religious practices of the population, their cult of saints, akin to idolatry, and above
all, to the devilish Inquisition, which he implored the king to abolish. Oliveira,
who prudently lived in England, was burned in effigy with his book, but only in
1761. In the same autodafé, Father Malagrida was burned, in the flesh. José de
Carvalho, who wanted to get rid of the Jesuits and did not approve of Malagrida
demoralizing the population by his preaching, had accused him of instigating an
attempted assassination of the king and delivered him to the Inquisition who
convicted him of heresy.

In England, London had been slightly shaken, in February and March 1750,
by an earthquake that had caused more emotion than real damage. The memory
of this event was still fresh when the news of the Lisbon disaster arrived. The King
decreed that Friday, 6 February 1756, would be a Fast-day. Fast-day sermons were
delivered all over the British Isles, inviting the faithful to repent and mend their
ways.

John Wesley, the founder of Methodism, issued, in 1756, a pamphlet entitled
Serious thoughts occasioned by the earthquake at Lisbon, which was reprinted
no less than five times in the same year. In it, he wrote:

And what shall we say of the late Accounts from Portugal? That several
thousand Houses, and many thousand Persons, are no more? That a fair City is
now in ruinous Heaps? Is there indeed a God that judges the World? And is he
now making Inquisition for Blood? If so, it is not surprising that he should begin
there, where so much Blood has been poured on the Ground like Water; where
so many brave Men have been murdered, in the most base and cowardly, as well
as barbarous, Manner, almost every Day, as well as every Night, while none
regarded or laid it to Heart.

He went on, inviting the people to repent and pray before it is too late.
In Germany, the Strafpredigten struck essentially the same tune, seeing the

Lisbon earthquake as a warning and an invitation to prayer and repentance. In
Hamburg, in particular, during the Advent of 1755, the pastor of the St.
Katharinenkirche, Johann Melchior Goeze, delivered prophetic and apocalyptic
sermons, in which he warned that the Lisbon earthquake was the prelude to the
Last Judgement.

Elie Bertrand, a friend of Voltaire, minister of the French church in Bern, was
almost alone in calling for fraternal love, universal benevolence and compassion
for the victims, whatever cult they followed, instead of inveighing against the
sinners.

In the 18th century, any event worth of notice, be it the birth of a heir to a king
or a military victory, was immediately seized upon by poets and made the subject
of pieces of verse. It therefore should come as no surprise that the disaster of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1062798706000172
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Nottingham, on 01 Feb 2021 at 14:57:35, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1062798706000172
https://www.cambridge.org/core


177The 1755 Lisbon disaster, the earthquake that shook Europe

Lisbon gave rise, all over Europe, to a great number of poems, many of them with
religious overtones. I can only quote a few.

In Portugal, there was of course a spate of odes, often in oitavas (strophes of
eight hendecasyllabic verses) by various poets. Perhaps the only one, among these,
who holds an honourable place in Portuguese literature is Domingos dos Reis
Quita. He was, like his friend Miguel Tibério Pedegache, a member of the
Academy Arcádia Lusitana, founded en 1756. Among several poems, which he
wrote about the earthquake, one stands out in the rather unusual form of a sonnet,
entitled The destruction of the temples of Lisbon by the earthquake. Why, asks
Reis Quita, did God, in his wrath against the sinners, also destroy the churches?
Why didn’t he spare his own temples? A similar question had already been raised
a century before by Father Cermelli, grand inquisitor for Lombardy. The last tercet
of the sonnet provided the answer: rather than seeing his altars profaned by sinners,
God had reduced them to ruins.

French poets were generally not much prone to see the Lisbon earthquake as
a punishment for the sins of man, nor, in a Roman Catholic country, for the
existence of the Inquisition. Their poems, most of the time painfully allegoric and
emphatic, drawing on classical mythology and on a whole Olympus of gods,
overflow with compassion for the victims. This is, in particular the case of the
Ode on the ruin of Lisbon, by the, then famous, lyrical poet Lebrun, or the poem
with the same title by the less famous Barthe. Even as Joseph Cuers de Cogollin,
established in Berlin since 1753 and a member of the Prussian Academy, alludes
to God’s wrath in a poem against materialism, he soon adds that ‘even when
punishing, He thinks of forgiving’.

A long poem in French, l’Ulissipeade, by Ramier, was published, at the author’s
expense (possibly not in France), under an invocation to the Protestant Muse. It
is there that we can find invectives against the Inquisition:

O! inhuman, bloody, and barbarous Clergy! […]
Is it to avenge God that your stakes are lit?
Is it to convert the mortals they burn
That you sacrifice Jews and Christians alike?

The disaster of Lisbon became, for a long time, a popular theme, not only for
poems, but also for plays. In 1755, a burlesque tragedy The earthquake of Lisbon
was published, under the name of Maı̂tre André, a Parisian wigmaker, and
dedicated to Voltaire. It was only played in 1804. The same year a melodrama
entitled The disaster of Lisbon, by Jean-Nicolas Bouilly, was staged in Paris.

The influence of the Lisbon earthquake on German writers and poets was no
less long-lasting. Many of them, of course, reacted immediately to the event, like
Christoph Martin Wieland, who wrote a Hymn to the justice of God in almost
biblical accents. A friend of Wieland, Johann-Georg Zimmermann, physician and
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philosopher in German Switzerland, wrote a short poem The ruins of Lisbon, in
December 1755, and a longer one, On the destruction of Lisbon, in July 1756.

In 1757, the preacher and bucolic poet, Christian Gottlieb Lieberkühn (?–1761)
used Lisbon after the earthquake as a background for his tragedy in one act, Die
Lissabonner, ein bürgerlisches Trauerspiel. At the end, the father whose wife and
daughter, as well as his daughter’s fiancé, have fallen victims of a wicked
aristocrat, exclaims: ‘I go back to town, the horrible places and hills full of
bloodied corpses are less terrible for me than this house where I thought
of escaping these horrible images.’

It is remarkable that, more than ten years after the disaster, it still was the subject
of poems, books or even plays. In 1768, Johann-Peter Uz, usually a bucolic poet,
wrote Das Erdbeben (the earthquake) a poem in which the fanatic prophets who
proclaim that the earthquake that engulfed the Queen by the sea is a prefiguration
of the Last Judgement, are compared to night owls whose lugubrious calls frighten
people. In 1769, Jakob Michaël Reinhold Lenz, a young student of theology at
the University of Königsberg, who was later to become a leading figure of the
movement Sturm und Drang, dedicated a poem in six books on public calamities
(Die Landplagen) to Catherine II, Empress of Russia. The last book deals with
earthquakes. Even though the city is not mentioned by name, there is no doubt
that the description of this calamity draws on the Lisbon earthquake, alluding to
the three shocks and to the tidal wave.

In the same way, it is also clear that the famous and chilling story by Heinrich
von Kleist, Das Erdbeben in Chili (the earthquake in Chile), written in 1807, is
inspired by the Lisbon earthquake. Kleist speaks of the city being devastated by
fire and being flooded by the swollen river, none of which events happened in
Santiago during the 1647 earthquake. Furthermore, the young lovers, heroes of
the story, are massacred by the populace excited by a fanatic preacher who claims
that their sin caused God’s vengeance, whereas, on the contrary, the Archbishop
of Santiago had publicly declared that there was no reason to believe that the
earthquake had been sent by God to punish the inhabitants. As late as 1846,
Wilhelm Oertel, whose pen-name was W.O. von Horn, wrote a short novel ‘for
the German youth and people’, entitled the Earthquake of Lisbon.

The Lisbon disaster and the question of Optimism

The Lisbon earthquake rekindled the theological and philosophical controversies
about the existence of Evil on Earth. They were centred on the problem of
reconciling the three propositions:

(1) God is all love and infinitely benevolent.
(2) God is all-powerful.
(3) There is Evil and suffering on Earth.

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1062798706000172
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Nottingham, on 01 Feb 2021 at 14:57:35, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1062798706000172
https://www.cambridge.org/core


179The 1755 Lisbon disaster, the earthquake that shook Europe

In other words, given the existence of Evil, if God is benevolent, he is obviously
not all-powerful, and if God is all-powerful, he is not benevolent.

In 1710, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, in his Essai de théodicée, tried to find a
solution to this quandary: théodicée is a word coined by Leibniz, which means
‘trial of God’. Leibniz exonerates God from the accusation of impotence or
malevolence by stating that, after weighing the pros and cons of all possible
worlds, He had chosen the ‘best possible world’. This, essentially, is the basis of
what will be called later (in 1737) Optimism, a philosophical position that was
summed up in the final words of Alexander Pope’s An Essay on Man (1733): ‘One
truth is clear, Whatever is, is right’. This was translated and popularized by
Voltaire as ‘Tout est bien’, which is not quite the same thing.

The idea is that, unaware of God’s greater design, short-sighted, proud and
selfish men complain of their sufferings, without considering the general good.

Immanuel Kant first criticized Optimism in 1747, then, four years later
proclaimed his adhesion to it, and, finally, in 1791, he acknowledged the lack of
success of all attempts at a theodicee.

In his Poem on the Lisbon disaster, published in December 1755, Voltaire
cogently attacked the tenets of Optimism, which prompted Rousseau to reply in
his so-called Letter on the Providence of August 1756. But they were not alone
on the battlefield. Louis de Beausobre was the son of a French Huguenot chaplain
of Friedrich II. His Essais on Happiness, published in 1759, preached an entire
resignation to Providence. Beausobre replies to Voltaire, much in the same vein
as Rousseau: Why would dying at the same time as a great number of people, as
in Lisbon, be a greater evil than dying alone? Why would it be sad to die in the
midst of a general upheaval when it is not to die peacefully in one’s bed?

Johann-Christian Wolff, Leibniz’s disciple had died in 1754, but his influence
was still considerable in Germany and the interest on the problem of Optimism
was at a high point when the earthquake struck.

In June 1753, the Prussian Academy of Sciences and Letters had proposed the
subject of a prize for 1755, consisting of the examination of the System of
Optimism and the exposition of the reasons why it should be confirmed or rejected.
Twenty-two contributions were submitted. On 5 June 1755, only five months
before the earthquake, the prize was awarded to a young man Adolf Friedrich
Reinhard (1726–1783), Justice counsellor to the Duke of Mecklemburg-Strelitz.
Reinhard attacked Optimism, and the decision to select him as the winner did not
go well with the Wolffians of the Academy, in particular the perpetual secretary,
Samuel Formey, author of La belle Wolfienne (1741), in which a charming young
woman instructs the author in the difficult philosophy of Wolff.

Perhaps even more than Leibniz, Wolff and the Wolffians were ridiculed in
Voltaire’s Candide, published anonymously in the beginning of 1759. The name
of the author was obviously not a secret, even though Voltaire pretended, at least
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for a few months, to have nothing to do with the book and even to disapprove
of it. The satire had an immense success and Friedrich II even composed a short
epigram in verse on Candide.

In conclusion, although it is not clear that the Lisbon earthquake contributed
to the demise of Optimism as much as one could think, it certainly had a
considerable influence on the thought of the Enlightenment.

In the present age, no natural catastrophe could elicit the same amount of
literary, theological and philosophical productions, as the Lisbon earthquake. For
more than a century, poetry has been severed from reality and poets would not
dream of composing an ode about an earthquake.

As to theological discussions of disasters, they have shifted focus, since, as
already noted by Bertrand Russell ‘Evil on Earth comes now more from Man than
from Nature’.
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