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 The Lisbon Earthquake of 1755: Representations and Reactions. Edited by Theodore Braun and John B. Radner. Voltaire Foundation: Oxford, 2005. xiv + 342 pages. €108,00.
 
  Published on the eve of the 250th anniversary of the Lisbon earthquake, this collection of eighteen scholarly articles provides a renewed assessment of the theological, scientific, and philosophical responses stirred up by the devastating disaster of November 1, 1755. It is striking that the majority of contributors, an international group of scholars from Canada, the Czech Republic, England, France, Germany, Spain, Switzerland, and the United States, perceive the Lisbon earthquake to be a significant turning point in Western intellectual history, comparable to the French Revolution of 1789, or the Holocaust in the past century. Why exactly has this particular natural disaster remained in our collective consciousness? In the editors' introduction one reads that "[i]n many ways Lisbon was a watershed event, separating modern from older ways of reacting to disasters and interpreting natural events from a scientific rather than a theological viewpoint" (3). Arguably, it might have been the destruction of a European metropolis, [End Page 139] a royal seat and major merchant center, brought down by the confluence of nature's unchained powers, a series of three tremors, a tsunami, and an ensuing conflagration "far more severe than that described in Voltaire's Candide," that made this disaster a singular event to remember (3).
 In their respective entries, Malcolm Jack and Russell R. Dynes call the Lisbon earthquake the first modern disaster—a viewpoint suggested by the rational and thereby "modern" governmental response organized and carried out with steely resolve by the Portuguese Secretary of State, Carvalho e Melo, better known as Marquis de Pombal. From the onset of the reconstruction efforts, this "enlightened despot" condemned the traditional moral-theological response of the Jesuits as an unwarranted distraction that inevitably had to be eliminated. "His example suggests that a 'natural' explanation of disaster is closely tied to the state building process" (47).
 Undoubtedly the Lisbon earthquake did provoke strong reactions not only in the immediate areas of Portugal and Spain, as discussed by the Spanish scholars Diego Téllez Alarica and Carmen Espejo Cala, but also throughout Europe. This widespread apprehension can partially be explained by the secondary seismic effects recorded as far away as Britain and the German territories, which made Lisbon's downfall feel much closer to home and the clergy's fire-and-brimstone sermons all the more fearsome. With a special focus on France, Anne Saad and Jean Sagard analyze the reaction of the popular press comprehensively in their entry "Tremblement dans la presse." Interestingly enough, the existent network of news dissemination from Lisbon to the major European capitals and trading partners was torn asunder by the earthquake as well, frustrating the acute need for accurate and up-to-date news on the disaster (218). When the Gazette de France and the Gazette d'Amsterdam finally carried the news of Lisbon's destruction, three or more weeks had already passed. The widely reported secondary effects of the earthquake also gave rise to a new genre of scientific writings on the natural causes of earthquakes. As Grégory Quenet shows in his contribution "Un séisme philosophique ou une catastrophe naturelle?" the novelty of scientific tables and journals compiled by the Frenchmen Gunéau de Montbeillard and Laurent-Etienne Rondent lies in their focus on recent seismic occurrences (December 9, 1755 in Valais; December 27 in the Rhineland; February 18, 1756 in Stolberg), related in newspaper articles and correspondences without relying on the traditional authority of the Bible or authors of antiquity (132–133).
 Amongst the illustrious thinkers of the eighteenth century that were affected by the events of the Lisbon earthquake, Voltaire has remained until today the best known and most controversial. It is notable that the anthology offers few new insights about other enlightenment figures, such as Immanuel Kant and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, reacting to the disaster. The standout contribution on Voltaire and the challenges posed by evil is Gilbert Larochelle's illuminating article "Voltaire: du tremblement de terre de Lisbonne à la déportation des...
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