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Earthquakes in the Eighteenth-Century Musical Imagination 

 
 

 
Abstract 

 
 

This dissertation examines the sonic repercussions of four earthquakes—Lima in 1746, 

Lisbon and Boston in 1755, and Santiago de Guatemala in 1773. I examine the far-reaching 

cultural impacts of these early modern natural disasters through global networks of literary, 

scientific, and artistic exchange. Earthquakes and music may appear to be an unusual pairing; 

however, a disaster-centric study of music draws attention to the ways listening helped shape 

eighteenth-century conceptions of nature and environment throughout the Atlantic world. These 

four earthquakes altered the landscape of musical practices in their respective epicenters in both 

subtle and profound ways, and I explore how music shaped and was shaped by experiences and 

knowledge of these events. Drawing on extensive archival research, I outline the processes of 

restoring quotidian musical practices in affected areas, the creation of new musical traditions and 

repertoires in the aftermath of destruction, musical commemorations of earthquake disasters, and 

the representation of earthquakes in compositions. My research is also informed by sound studies 

as I trace how accounts of these earthquakes and their noise, often interpreted through musical 

frameworks and the science of acoustics, factored into emerging theories on the natural and 

divine causes of natural disasters. 

By harnessing the disruptive power of earthquakes, this dissertation pushes the 

boundaries of musicology beyond its traditional Western scope, drawing on lesser-explored 

materials and methodologies, to draw attention to geographical regions that typically fall outside 
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standard historiographies of music. I aim specifically to destabilize the focus of eighteenth-

century music studies on Enlightenment Europe by taking a transatlantic scope that incorporates 

the relevance of colonial regions to a study that contributes to scholarship on music and nature. 

Structuring my dissertation around the global impact of real natural disasters allows the colonial 

American continents to take center stage, while also illuminating the surprisingly direct 

connections between contemporary natural events and music. Through an ecology of music, 

sound, theology, and science, this dissertation draws from the fields of musicology, history of 

science, sound studies, and Atlantic studies, to weave a history of music that, like earthquakes, 

traverses the boundaries of empire.  
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NOTATING EARTHQUAKE SOUNDS 
Introduction 

 
 

There remains something to be said about subterranean noise, regarding its drumming, or 
continuous thunder, sometimes clearer, sometimes duller, sometimes more intense, sometimes 

less, that is at times felt during earthquakes… 
 

—Benito Jerónimo Feijóo y Montenegro (1759)1 
 

As the night of January 9, 1784 gave way to morning, residents of the Mexican mountain 

province of Guanajuato awakened suddenly to bramidos y truenos subterráneos (subterranean 

roars and peals of thunder) emitting from beneath their homes.2 The frequency and intensity of 

these unusual sounds increased throughout the month, prompting many people to flee, fearing 

the formidable earthquake these noises forewarned. Amid widespread panic, government 

officials utilized religious and military tactics—from religious processions to the threat of 

imprisonment—to stall the mass exodus.3 As the story goes, the most courageous returned to 

their homes, and, having grown accustomed to the sound, bravely fought back a group of bandits 

who had seized the chaotic moment to plunder the area’s silver mines. Much to everyone’s 

 
1 Spanish translations in this dissertation are my own, unless otherwise stated.  
 
“Resta decir algo de el ruido subterráneo, al modo de tambor, o de trueno continuado, ya mas claro, ya mas obscuro, 
ya mas intenso, ya mas remiso, que se siente algunas veces en los Terremotos.” Benito Jerónimo Feijóo y 
Montenegro, “Señales Previas de Terremotos. Carta XIII,” Cartas eruditas y curiosas en que, por la mayor parte, se 
continua el designio del Theatro Critico Universal, impugnando, o reduciendo a dudosas, varias opiniones comunes 

(Madrid: Joachin Ibarra,1760), 5:282-283.  
 
2José Monlau, “Terremotos” in Museo Balear de Historia y Literatura, Ciencias y Artes (Palma de Mallorca: 
Imprenta de viuda e hijos de Gelabert, 1887), 4:404-405. 
 
3 Alexander von Humboldt, Kosmos: A General Survey of the Physical Phenomena of the Universe (London: 
Hippolyte Bailliére, 1845) 1:218-219. In footnote no. 157, he included the following quotation: “The flight of a 
family of wealthy persons shall be punished with a fine of 100 piastres; that of poor persons with two months’ 
imprisonment. The militia are empowered to bring back fugitives.” Furthermore, another source mentions that city 
officials advised inhabitants to organize processionals to the church of the Immaculate Concepcion. Louis Figuier 
and W.F.A. Zimmerman, El mundo antes de la Creación del Hombre: Origen del Hombre. Problemas y maravilla 
de la naturaleza, trans. D. Enrique Leopold de Verneuill, 2nd ed. (Barcelona, 1874), 1:284.  
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surprise, however, the subterranean noise gradually subsided without the faintest trembling of the 

earth.4 Nevertheless, the trauma of this sonic event continued to reverberate for decades to come, 

reaching the ears of natural scientists in Europe where their imaginations of these sounds 

magnified their uncertainties over the firmness of the earth’s surface. Ten years later, stories of 

this mysterious sonic episode drew Alexander von Humboldt to Guanajuato to investigate.5 

Despite never hearing the town’s subterranean thunder, his imagination of this sonic event 

encouraged him to ruminate, fifty years later, on the mysteries of both the inner earth and the 

human mind. Writing in his influential treatise Kosmos (1845), he stated, “sonorous phenomena 

when accompanied by no perceptible shocks, leave a remarkably deep impression even with 

those who have long dwelt in districts subject to repeated earthquakes. All seem to expect with 

alarm what is to follow the subterraneous rumbling.”6  

In the early modern period, earthquakes were enigmatic forces that captivated literary, 

scientific, and artistic imaginations across the Atlantic world. An earthquake was intensely 

physical yet simultaneously invisible, a phenomenon that not only defied scientific and moral 

explanation, but which seemed to evade description entirely. “Art has no voices with which to 

exactly express [the earthquake],” wrote the Mexican priest Felipe Cadena, echoing a familiar 

sentiment shared by earthquake observers on both sides of the Atlantic ocean.7 In attempting to 

 
4 Memorias y Revistas de la Sociedad Científica“Antonio Alzate”(Mexico, Imprenta del Gobierno en el Ex-
Arzobispado, 1887),1:337. There are discrepancies between sources on whether the earth shook or not. Earlier 
Spanish sources claim that the earth did indeed shudder. Others claimed that while Guanajuato was not affected, 
surrounding areas, such as Oaxaca and Puebla, experienced earthquakes in the days that followed. Moreover, 
Spanish sources state that this sonic episode began January 13 and ended only eight days later. This suggests that the 
details of this sonic event were exaggerated over time. 
 
5 Figuier and Zimmerman, El mundo antes de la creación del hombre, 1:284.   
 
6 Humboldt, Kosmos, 1:218-219. 
 
7 Felipe Cadena, Breve descripción de la nobel ciudad de Santiago de los Caballeros de Guatemala; y puntual 
noticia de su lamentable ruina ocasionada de un violente terremoto el día veinte y nueve de julio de mil setecientos 
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describe the indescribable, these writers compared earthquake noises to subterranean thunder, to 

the percussion of heavy carts bouncing across cobblestone, to swarms of bees, even to the actual 

voice of God. Despite the limitations of language to describe a fundamentally sonic experience, 

narratives of earthquakes in colonial places captivated readers through popular first-person 

accounts, poems, broadsides, sermons, and scientific reports. These documents allowed 

European readers to experience something of the earthquake’s sublime power. Describing 

landscapes of ruin and soundscapes of chaos, these narratives expanded the impact radius of 

earthquakes well beyond their immediate epicenters, making global tragedies of regional 

disasters and promoting their long-lasting reverberations in the Atlantic imagination.  

Similarly, the drama of seismic tremors riddled the pages of early modern music, both 

sacred and secular. In opera, a brief seismic interruption was a sure way to entertain the nobility, 

a perfect excuse to create a grand ruckus using the latest in stage machinery and effects. In a 

religious context, earthquakes were symbolic of Good Friday, as one is said to have marked the 

death of Jesus Christ. Music for Holy Week and Easter often encouraged congregants to reflect 

on the tremors and spasms endured by Jesus on the cross and to invoke similar sympathetic 

tremors in the bodies of parishioners. A sampling of early modern earthquake music—

compositions that either imitate earthquakes or were composed in response to a seismic event—

include: Antoine Brumel’s Et ecce terrae motus, a sixteenth-century mass for Easter set for a 

whopping twelve voices, an effect meant to profoundly shake the bodies and souls of listeners; 

Tomás de Torrejón y Velasco’s La púrpura de la rosa (1701), the earliest surviving opera 

composed in America, with a brief, inconsequential earthquake that was characteristic of seismic 

moments in early opera; Giovanni Battista Pergolesi’s Vespro della Beata Vergine: Vespers 

 
setenta, y tres (Mixco: Antonio Sanchez Cubillas, 1774), 11. John Carter Brown Library, accessed through Brown 
University Library. Brown Digital Repository:578022. 
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(1732) composed to honor St. Emidius, Naples’s patron saint against earthquakes and to ask for 

his protection from future seismic disasters; Georg Philipp Telemann’s Die Donnerode (1756), 

written in commemoration of the catastrophic Lisbon Earthquake of 1755; Joseph Haydn’s The 

Seven Last Words (1787) with its earthquake finale; and many more. These examples represent 

multiple ways in which music conveyed the real-life drama and foreboding threat of earthquakes. 

Music served to commemorate disaster; to promote sympathy, compassion, and comfort in its 

aftermath; and to mediate between natural and divine understandings of nature and natural 

process.  

Earthquakes may appear to be a rather unusual subject for a musicological study; 

however, a disaster-centric musicology draws attention to the ways listening helped shape 

eighteenth-century conceptions of nature and environment. The eighteenth century is particularly 

rich for disaster-chasing musicologists; in a century with a seemingly unusual number of seismic 

disasters, Enlightenment philosophers struggled to make sense of these natural “evils” amid a 

shifting physical and intellectual landscape. This instability, however, extended to everyday 

people, who, in a period prior to the invention of seismographs, made sense of earthquakes 

through the profoundly deep impressions subterranean vibrations left on their minds and bodies. 

Earthquakes were experienced symbolically, their sounds laden with religious, scientific, and 

philosophical meaning. Subterranean thunder was frightening, sublime, curious, and informative. 

The ways people experienced and interpreted these mysterious sounds shaped their cultural and 

political responses. Importantly, these sound also shaped imaginations of distant places. Prior to 

the great Lisbon Earthquake of 1755, earthquakes were thought of primarily as a natural 

characteristic of the Spanish American landscape. Earthquake accounts became an opportunity to 

compare one’s experience to that of a person in another “other” place, and music and sound—
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from descriptions of the groaning earth to commemorative musical compositions—were central 

elements in these disaster accounts: they fueled that process of imaginary travel. 

This dissertation examines the sonic repercussions of four eighteenth-century 

earthquakes—Lima in 1746, Lisbon and Boston in 1755, and Santiago de Guatemala in 1773. I 

trace the far-reaching cultural impact of these early modern natural disasters through global 

networks of literary, scientific, and artistic exchange. These networks facilitated the circulation 

of earthquake sounds and experiences, which contributed to contemporaneous understandings of 

nature and environment throughout the Atlantic world. I have chosen these four earthquakes for 

their shattering impact on philosophy, theology, and natural science, and ask what were their 

impacts on music, musical life, and musical thought? However, examining how music marked 

and was marked by disaster, also requires the question: how did people hear and interpret the raw 

sounds of the earth? I take two approaches to answer these questions. First, drawing on archival 

research, I outline the processes of restoring quotidian musical practices in disaster areas, the 

creation of new musical traditions and repertoires in the aftermath of destruction, musical 

commemorations of earthquake disasters, and the representation of earthquakes in composition. 

This leads me to consider both European and Ibero-American repertoire. The second is to take a 

sound studies approach, in which I trace how accounts of earthquakes and their noise, often 

interpreted through music theory and the science of acoustics, factored into emerging theories on 

the natural and divine causes of seismic activity.  

While this dissertation breaks into new ground as the first full-length study of music and 

earthquakes, my work is in dialogue with a robust musicological literature on music and nature. 

Such work includes an edited volume by Suzannah Clark and Alexander Rehding (2001), which 
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engages with philosophical discourse on the nature of music and the music of nature.8 These are 

topics that have been central to early modern music studies. By and large, however, 

musicologists have focused on European examples of notated music, examining musical 

imitation through the context of Enlightenment aesthetic philosophy and its debates on the 

representation of nature in the arts. In eighteenth-century music studies, the most studied 

disasters are musical representations of storms, though these are often studied conceptually 

through the aesthetics of the sublime and are rarely contextualized within a history of actual 

storms. Outside of musicology, scholarship on the philosophical and scientific ramifications of 

natural disaster rarely considers the role of sound and listening (let alone music) in shaping 

experiences and knowledge of these events. Furthermore, musicological and historical 

scholarship has focused primarily on Europe, often ignoring the global impact of colonial 

disasters on the development of ideas on nature. In recent years there has been an extraordinary 

push for musicologists, and historians more broadly, to address climate change, human impacts 

on environment, and natural disasters which has contributed to the emerging field of 

ecomusicology, represented through a collected edition by Aaron Allen and Kevin Dawe 

(2015).9  

By focusing on real acts of nature, this dissertation pushes the boundaries of musicology 

beyond its traditional Western scope, drawing on lesser-explored materials and methodologies, 

to draw attention to geographical regions that typically fall outside our standard historiographies 

of music. In the discipline of musicology, European art music and Ibero-American history are 

 
8 Suzannah Clark and Alexander Rehding, eds., Music Theory and Natural Order from the Renaissance to the Early 
Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).  
 
9 Aaron S. Allen and Kevin Dawe, eds., Current Directions in Ecomusicology: Music, Culture, Nature (New York: 
Routledge), 2016.   
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artificially divided into separate historical narratives, and, therefore, separate fields of scholarly 

discourse. However, earthquakes by their very nature are disruptive historical events that, then 

and now, have the effect of bringing global attention to a stricken region, particularly when that 

region lies on the margins. In observing the ways natural disasters disrupt historical timelines, I 

am impacted by Dipesh Chakrabarty’s critique of Western historiography as fundamentally 

about linear time.10 By harnessing the disruptive power of earthquakes, this dissertation aims to 

destabilize the focus of eighteenth-century music studies on Enlightenment Europe by taking a 

transatlantic scope that incorporates the relevance of colonial regions to a study that contributes 

to scholarship on music and nature. A focus on the global impact of real natural disasters allows 

the colonial American continents to take center stage, while also illuminating the surprisingly 

direct connections between contemporary natural events and music. 

My dissertation draws from musicology, history of science, sound studies, and Atlantic 

studies to weave a history of music that, like earthquakes, traverses the boundaries of empire. 

This transatlantic framework is inspired by the works of Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra and Ernesto 

Bassi.11 Their large-scale approaches to early modern networks of economic and intellectual 

exchange encouraged me to consider music as part of a global network of literary, scientific, and 

artistic ideas that contributed to contemporaneous understandings of nature and environment 

 
10 Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2008). 
 
11 Three books written and edited by Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra have been especially influential in my framing of a 
transatlantic approach. Entangled Empires: Anglo-Iberian Atlantic Worlds 1500-1830 (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2018); Nature, Empire and Nation: Explorations of the History of Science in the Iberian World 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2006); Puritan Conquistadors: Iberianizing the Atlantic, 1550-1700 (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2006). Bassi’s book demonstrates how geo-political boundaries in the early modern 
period were not as solid as we think. Furthermore, his book serves as a model on how to write a global history at a 
microlevel. Ernesto Bassi, An Aqueous Territory: Sailor Geographies and New Granada’s Transimperial Greater 
Caribbean World (Durham: Duke University Press, 2016). 
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throughout the Atlantic world. By structuring my dissertation around case studies of earthquakes 

(rather than musical repertoires, composers, or social-political events), I aim to resist the writing 

of a unilateral narrative of empire and colonial encounter that flows from the imperial center to 

the colonial peripheries. The result of this approach is not a neat history that traces the evolution 

of earthquake thought from religious superstition to scientific Enlightenment through music. 

Quite on the contrary, this dissertation models how the topic of music and earthquakes can take a 

variety of different approaches, each highlighting the ways philosophical, scientific, artistic, and 

embodied conceptions of nature all melded together in the process of interpreting, analyzing, and 

responding to earthquake disasters.   

Although a transatlantic approach creates unique opportunities, it also presents its own 

set of particular challenges. Despite a rich historical record, European perspectives heavily 

outnumber Ibero-American ones. To engage critically with the language of difference embedded 

in early modern sonic descriptions, I drew from a number of recent musicological studies on 

colonial encounter. These include works by Olivia Bloechl, Gary Tomlinson, and Glenda 

Goodman.12 In particular, Bloechl’s work served as a model for how, through postcolonial 

theories, we can construct global narratives of early modern music. By allowing the silence of 

colonial voices within European archives to speak, her work preserves the historical importance 

of that silence, a thoughtful approach that influenced the way I dealt with an absence of Peruvian 

documentation in my first chapter. For models on reconstructing musical practices within a 

colonial-political context, I drew on the works of Geoffrey Baker and David Irving, who both 

 
12 Olivia Bloechl, Native American Song at the Frontiers of Early Modern Music (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2008); Gary Tomlinson, The Singing of the New World: Indigenous Voice in the Era of European 
Contact (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007); Glenda Goodman, “Sounds Heard, Meaning Deferred: 
Music Transcription as Imperial Technology,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 52, no. 1 (Fall 2018): 39-45. 
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make expansive use of musical theoretical concepts, such as harmony and counterpoint, to study 

musical practices in Cuzco and Manilla, respectively.13  

In studying a profoundly sonic phenomenon, I was influenced by scholarship that pushes 

the boundaries between music and sound, in particular, the work of ethnomusicologist Ana 

María Ochoa Gautier.14 Her work on listening in nineteenth-century Colombia resists the notion 

that sound’s most defining characteristic is its ephemerality. Describing Alexander von 

Humboldt’s reaction to the sounds of boat rowers on the Magdalena River, she writes, “when 

sonic perceptions are troubling, or perceived as unwanted, then sounds become endlessly 

unbearable, materialized on the body as a sign of the limits of listening as a dialogic practice.”15 

In similar ways, I explore the persistence of traumatic sounds through both a collective 

imagination and technologies of writing. Drawing on Ochoa’s archival methodology, I embarked 

on what she calls “an acoustically tuned exploration of the written archive.”16 In a musicological 

project that emphasizes disaster, musical works are only one element of study. Therefore, 

Ochoa’s approach to colonial documentation encouraged me to consider less musical (yet still 

noisy) sources, including scientific treatises, ecclesiastical records, and diplomatic 

correspondence. Embedded in these utilitarian documents are snippets of music and sound that 

are instrumental in the reconstruction of colonial sound worlds.  

Beyond (ethno)musicology, I draw on historical studies and intellectual histories of 

 
13 Geoffrey Baker, Imposing Harmony: Music and Society in Colonial Cuzco (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2008); David Irving, Colonial Counterpoint: Music in Early Modern Manila (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2010).  
 
14 Ana María Ochoa Gautier, Aurality: Listening and Knowledge in Nineteenth-Century Colombia (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2014). 
 
15 Ochoa Gautier, Aurality, 33.  
 
16 Ochoa Gautier, Aurality, 3.  
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earthquakes. In particular, Charles Walker’s extensive reconstruction of life in Lima after the 

1746 earthquake outlines the political processes behind the reestablishment of order after 

disaster, which has been beneficial for both my work on Peru and Guatemala.17 Historian 

Deborah Coen has written extensively on the European cultural history of earthquake disasters; 

her work on nineteenth-century earthquake science provides an important end point for my own 

understanding of how conceptions of natural disaster developed and changed in the eighteenth 

century.18 More importantly, her conception of the human body as an early seismograph 

profoundly influenced the ways I approached listening as fundamental to how earthquakes were 

experienced, interpreted, and rationalized in the eighteenth century. Each of my chapters has its 

own set of secondary literature, drawing from history and history of science to provide the 

social-political context for each earthquake case study. 

Over the course of three years, I conducted research in multiple archives in Peru, 

Portugal, Spain, Guatemala, and the United States, as well as digital excursions into extensive 

online collections. These travels were funded by the Harvard Music Department, the Harvard 

Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, and by a CLIR/Mellon Fellowship for Dissertation 

Research in Original Sources. Along with music manuscript, I consulted a wide array of 

documentation, including ecclesiastical edicts, royal decrees, city plans, diplomatic 

correspondences, judicial testimonies, minutes from cabinet meetings, architectural 

reconstruction plans, account books, scientific treatises, diaries, and newspapers. The large 

geographical scope of my archival work has revealed to me the interconnectedness of the 

 
17 Charles F. Walker, Shaky Colonialism: The 1746 Earthquake-Tsunami in Lima, Peru, and its Long Aftermath 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2008). 
 
18 Deborah R. Coen, The Earthquake Observers: Disaster Science from Lisbon to Richter (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2013).  
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eighteenth-century world well beyond the limits of this project. I have seen continuities in 

musical practices across my sites. For example, music manuscripts in the Guatemalan cathedral 

archive contain physical traces of their circulation throughout the Spanish empire, not least 

between Guatemala and Peru. Therefore, moving forward I hope my work will contribute to 

recent initiatives to formulate more global historical narratives of music. My own contribution is 

through an attention to geological processes, in a sense a very physical and literal approach to the 

idea of “global.” At the same time, this project demonstrates how music was part of large-scale 

patterns of intercultural connection, exchange, and influence. In taking a transatlantic approach, 

this dissertation models a narrative of eighteenth-century music where European aesthetics and 

music are deeply entangled with the musical practices and colonial histories of Ibero-America.  

 

Chapter Outlines 

My dissertation is divided into four chapters, each one corresponding to one of my four 

earthquake case studies. This set of disasters destabilizes the singular importance early modern 

historiography has placed on the Lisbon Earthquake, which is often considered the first global 

disaster of the modern age. Although the widespread physical and intellectual impacts of the 

Lisbon Earthquake are undeniable, this dissertation demonstrates how many of the questions 

thought to have emerged following the European disaster were already churning in natural 

scientific discourse on both sides of the Atlantic, particularly in regard to the geological nature of 

colonial regions. Furthermore, this collection of earthquakes highlights the doubt and uncertainty 

of a period that is usually characterized by its rationality and intellectual stability. Instead, this 

larger historical timeline of colonial disasters reveals the fractures and faults that could easily 

characterize “the century of reason” as a period of great uncertainty. As each chapter 
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demonstrates, earthquakes fundamentally challenged the limits of Enlightenment rationality. 

Modeling a heterogeneous approach to what I term a “disaster-based musicology,” each chapter 

explores a different dimension to the relationship between disaster and music.  

 

Chapter One: “Spectacles of Disaster: Peruvian Earthquakes on the Atlantic World Stage” 

The first chapter argues for a more nuanced approach to the philosophical interpretative 

category of the sublime, one that accounts for its deeper colonial roots. The sublime refers to an 

aesthetic quality of nature most commonly associated with mountains, volcanic eruptions, and 

shipwrecks. These are scenes where nature’s grandeur provokes a kind of “pleasurable terror” in 

the observer. While the sublime is a productive way to frame eighteenth-century understandings 

of natural disasters, scholarship on the topic has primarily focused on European landscapes and 

ruins, such as the volcanic eruptions of Vesuvius and Etna, or the ancient ruins of Pompeii and 

Herculaneum. Across theaters in Italy, France, Spain and England, however, the pleasures of the 

sublime were also experienced through the imagination and re-imagination of disasters, both 

human and natural, occurring in colonial landscapes. Using the backdrop of the 1746 Lima-

Callao Earthquake, my first chapter examines how sublime imaginations were fueled by the 

calamitous ruins of both natural disaster and colonization.  

Repertoire for this chapter centers on two of the most well-known examples of seismic 

music—the volcanic eruption in Jean-Philippe Rameau’s Les Indes Galantes (1735) and the 

earthquake finale in Joseph Haydn’s The Seven Last Words (1787). In a period where 

earthquakes were intimately linked with the geology and geography of the American continents, 

I recontextualize these canonical works within a transatlantic narrative that accounts for the 

influence of Ibero-American literature and religious practices on these European compositions. 
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With Les Indes Galantes, I explore how its representation of an Andean volcano was inspired by 

a resurgent interest in Peruvian history and theatrical representations of the Spanish conquest. 

Furthermore, through scientific writings on Peruvian nature and seismic sound, I show how this 

musical representation proved to be fertile ground for Rameau’s experimentations with harmony.  

 With Haydn’s The Seven Last Words, I take a different approach. I contextualize this work 

within the transatlantic circulation of las tres horas, a Peruvian musical-religious practice forged 

by and disseminated through several catastrophic earthquake disasters. Originating in Lima, las 

tres horas developed as a religious response to a 1687 earthquake, and I argue that the Lisbon 

Earthquake of 1755 contributed to the importation of this devotion to Europe. Haydn’s work was 

commissioned by a priest, originally from New Spain (José Sáenz de Santamaría) for a 1787 

service of las tres horas in a church in Cádiz, Spain (a region decimated by the Lisbon 

earthquake). In tracing the circulation and evolution of las tres horas, I show the very direct 

impact of disaster on the creation and dissemination of musical knowledge and practice.  

 In both Rameau’s and Haydn’s musical examples, I highlight how their work’s 

associations with Peru heightened their sublime appeal. I end with a postlude that reflects on the 

absence of Peruvian voices in this chapter, a byproduct of the silences of colonial archives. 

 

Chapter Two: “Musical Reverberations of the Lisbon Earthquake” 

 Situated in a continent with strong geological stability, the European imagination was 

captivated by accounts of tumultuous earthquakes and fiery volcanic eruptions occurring far off 

in the distant Spanish colonies. In 1755, however, Portugal, seated unknowingly close to a 

usually dormant subduction zone, discovered its own seismicity in the infamous three-part 

disaster that all but eradicated the imperial capital. The aftermath of the “Great” Lisbon 
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Earthquake set off a flurry of religious, scientific, and artistic responses; however, it is the 

philosophical works of Voltaire, Rousseau, and Kant that have received the most attention in 

early modern scholarship. As a result, one of the most impressing qualities of an earthquake 

experience has been sorely overlooked: its sonic force. 

My second chapter focuses on the large-scale impact of this earthquake, tracing musical 

and sonic responses to the event from Portugal to Hamburg. I examine how music, and 

specifically musical performance, mediated the experience, narration, and imagination of the 

Lisbon earthquake. My examples include the circulation of an engraving of the destroyed opera 

house, accounts of religious singing during the disaster, and Telemann’s Die Donnerode, which 

musically commemorated and represented the earthquake. I conclude with a reenactment of the 

Lisbon earthquake on the nineteenth-century London stage, that included music, sound effects, 

and visual images. In exploring the role of music in seismic imaginations, I consider the 

relationship between disaster and aesthetics, showing how music was invoked to both dramatize 

the tragedy and to imbue it with moral significance. 

 

Chapter Three: “Morally Sound Earthquakes: Seismic Collisions and Sonic Imaginations in 
Eighteenth-Century Boston” 

 
Early modern historians have overlooked minor rumblings in favor of more destructive 

episodes; however, minor tremors in the early-American landscape significantly shaped the way 

New Englanders thought about, and, more importantly, listened to their natural surroundings. 

Earthquakes in Boston may come as a surprise; most are unaware of the American northeast’s 

seismic potential, which is overshadowed by the infamous tectonic instability of the Pacific West 
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coast.19 The most well-known instance occurred seventeenth days after the Lisbon earthquake, 

though, unlike the European disaster, this tremor claimed no human lives and caused little 

damage. Nevertheless, its extraordinary impact on the Boston psychological landscape was 

captured by the Boston minister Jonathan Mayhew (1720-1766) who preached, “an earthquake 

is, in its own nature, awful, and terrifying to the mind of men, even tho’, comparatively speaking, 

it may be small.”20 In this chapter, I argue that American naturalists and Protestant ministers, 

grasping for a natural or moral explanation, drew on their sensory experiences of the earthquake 

to make sense of their shifting landscape. 

Of this dissertation’s four case studies, documentation on the Boston earthquake speaks 

most directly to the experience of hearing subterranean sound. Through an analysis of American 

religious poetry, hymns, sermons, and scientific treatises, this case study provides an opportunity 

to explore listening practices and auditory cultures outside of music and musical spaces. As a 

musicologist, I bring a unique perspective to early modern earthquake science that highlights the 

importance of natural sound. I consider an approach to listening that involves more than just the 

ears. Earthquakes are multi-sensory events. The physiological sensations caused by deep 

vibrations often cannot be untangled from one another. As Nina Sun Eidsheim has argued, 

“interpreting a sense experience in terms of just one of the physical senses cannot take full 

account of the event’s complexities.”21 Drawing on recent scholarship in sound studies and work 

 
19 For more on the seismic potential of the American east coast, refer to John E. Ebel, New England Earthquakes: 
The Surprising History of Seismic Activity in the Northeast (Lanham: Globe Pequot, 2019).  
 
20 Jonathan Mayhew, The Expected Dissolution of all Things, a motive to universal holiness: two sermons preached 
in Boston, N.E., on the Lord's day, Nov. 23, 1755: occasioned by the earthquakes which happened on the Tuesday 

morning, and Saturday evening preceding (Boston: Printed by Edes & Gill, 1755), 57. Sabin Americana, History of 
the Americas, 1500-1926, Gale Primary Sources Database. 
 
21 Nina Sun Eidsheim, Sensing Sound: Singing and Listening as Vibrational Practice (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2015), 1. 
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on materiality and the senses, I examine how sounds of earthquakes continued to reverberate in 

the Protestant imagination well after the ground stopped shaking, reading accounts of listening as 

aural, tactile, and spatial experiences that may present new ways of engaging with sound, noise, 

and music in a historical context.  

 
 
Chapter Four: “Music amid the Earthquake Ruins of Santiago de Guatemala” 

In the early hours of February 4, 1976, a strike-slip along the Motagua Fault triggered a 

magnitude 7.5 earthquake over the Guatemalan town of Los Amantes. The massive tremor was 

felt throughout the Central American region, causing significant damage 160 kilometers away in 

Guatemala City, where the capital suffered extraordinary losses. Amid widespread destruction, 

the earthquake miraculously revealed a forgotten treasure of colonial-era music: “Music 

Manuscript 4,” a tome of sixteenth-century polyphonic music for Holy Week and the Salve 

service, emerged from its forgotten hiding place behind a collapsed wall in the cathedral’s 

damaged structure. The discovery led to one of the most significant contributions to Central 

American music history, Robert Snow’s 1996 anthology of the manuscript’s musical contents.22 

Despite the initial fervor of this discovery, excitement over the extensive musical holdings of the 

Guatemalan cathedral archives has since fallen dormant. Nevertheless, this serendipitous 

discovery, begs the question: what can natural disaster reveal about the process of music and 

music making?  

In this chapter, I examine the ways in which one colonial disaster, the Santa Marta 

Earthquake of 1773, revealed as much as it concealed and obliterated, arguing for the study of 

these disruptive events, not only as moments of great material loss, but as events that can reveal 

 
22 Robert Snow, ed., A New-World Collection of Polyphony for Holy Week and the Salve Service: Guatemala City, 
Cathedral Archive, Music MS 4. Monuments of Renaissance Music 9 (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1996). 
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extraordinary and ordinary aspects of music and music-making. Documentation surrounding the 

reestablishing of daily routines, provides us with a glimpse into musical practices, both European 

and local, that were previously part of oral traditions. Documentation on the relocation of the 

capital to new ground, as well as the forcible migration of indigenous communities, also reveals 

details on the role of music in political disputes that emerged in the tremulous aftermath. While 

this chapter shows the direct impact of the earthquake on music and musicians, it also provides 

new details about cathedral and indigenous musical practices in eighteenth-century Guatemala.  

 

This musical study of eighteenth-century earthquakes provides a rich opportunity to 

investigate a history of listening; to recover forgotten composers, musics, and sounds; and to 

change the way we listen to and interpret canonical works. By examining an ecology of music, 

sound, theology, and science, this dissertation attempts to reconstruct the sonic worlds of Europe 

and the American continents in a period fraught with uncertainties. The sonic responses to these 

subterranean eruptions were important sites of scientific discovery, of religious admonition, of 

philosophical rumination, and of artistic expression. They allow us to understand how 

eighteenth-century peoples made sense of the changes occurring within their own natural 

surroundings through their own ears. 
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I 
 

SPECTACLES OF DISASTER:  
PERUVIAN EARTHQUAKES ON THE ATLANTIC WORLD STAGE 

 
 

Will I be condemned for introducing to the theatre a phenomenon more real than 
enchantment and also more suitable for causing a chromatic symphony? 

 —Louis Fuzelier, Foreword to Les Indes Galantes (1735)23 
 

Disastrous Appeal  
 

In the first months of 1750, two minor tremors in southern England sparked earthquake 

imaginings of transatlantic proportions. The first occurred on the afternoon of February 8, though 

many Londoners refused to believe that something so ominous as an earthquake had visited their 

city. Instead, these sonic vibrations were dismissed as cannon fire or possibly the explosion of a 

nearby powder mill.24 Exactly one month later, however, no one could mistake the arrival of a 

second and stronger tremor. While neither event caused significant damage, these unusual 

rumblings sparked fierce curiosity and moral anxiety over the causes of earthquakes, creating a 

temporary demand for all types of seismic-related literature.25 In the time between these two 

 
23 Louis Fuzelier, Les Indes Galantes, Ballet Heroique représenté pour la premiere fois, par L’Academie Royale de 
Musique (Paris: L’imprimerie de Jean-Baptiste Christophe Ballard, 1735), v. The English translation of this quote is 
from Sylvie Bouissou, ed., Les Indes Galantes: ballet héroïque en un prologue et quatre entrées livret de Louis 
Fuzelier. Opera omnia Rameau, Série IV, Volumes 2 et 7, RCT 44 (Kassel: Bärenreiter Verlag, 2019), LV-LVII.  
 
24 Thomas Downing Kendrick, The Lisbon Earthquake (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott Company, 1955), 14. Kendrick 
also remarked that the London Evening Post (10-13 February 1750) published a controversial scientific report on the 
cause of the earthquake without referencing God. Moreover, he mentions that an article in the General Advertiser 
(March 13) suggested the first shock was not an earthquake but rather an “air-quake.” 
 
25 The February, March, and April issues of The Gentleman’s Magazine, and Historical Chronicle featured several 
articles on earthquakes. The magazine also included a listing of titles published in the month of March, which 
included the following: “Concerning earthquakes” (John Flamestead); “a dissertation on [earthquakes]” (Roberts); 
“Earthquakes at Lima” (Robinson); “Verses on the late earthquakes” (J. Payne and J. Bouquet); “Philosophy of 
earthquakes” (Noon), “A serious letter on [earthquakes]” (Hinton); “a prayer on [earthquakes]” (Roberts). April 
listings included: “Earthquake at Leghorn, 1742;” “the military prophet’s apology; or probable reasons for deferring 
the earthquake; in a letter to Dr. Middleton;” “A letter of consolation, and counsel to the good people of England; 
occasioned by the alter earthquakes (Cooper); and eleven earthquake sermons by prominent ministers. There were 
also publications that satirized the literary attention devoted to these minor shocks. One example is A Second Letter 
from a Gentleman in Town, to his Friend in the Country, On account of the late dreadful Earthquake. Containing a 
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tremors, a London publisher prepared a reprint of A True and Particular Relation of the Dreadful 

Earthquake Which Happened at Lima (1748).26 The book detailed the devastating October 28, 

1746 earthquake-tsunami that four years earlier had leveled Lima, the viceregal capital of Peru, 

and its port city, El Callao (Figure 1.1).27 The publication’s main selling point was the inclusion 

of an English translation of Individual y Verdadera Relación de la extrema ruina que padeció la 

Ciudad de los Reyes Lima, an anonymous account of the earthquake published in Lima by 

command of the viceroy.28   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
list of several more persons that have been since found in the rubbish (London: Printed for M.C. near St. Paul’s, 
1755).  
 
26 A True and Particular Relation of the Dreadful Earthquake which happen’d at Lima, the Capital of Peru, and the 
neighbouring Port of Callao, on the 28th of October 1746 (London: T. Osborne, 1748). The book is primarily a 
compilation of excerpts from different travelogues. The complier of this edition is not identified.  
 
27 The first English edition was published in May 1748 by Thomas Osbourne and all copies sold out in the first 
month, prompting a second edition (with minor corrections) in June of the same year. It is this second edition that 
was reprinted in 1750 by Jacob Robinson at Golden Lion in Ludgate Street, London.  
 
28 According to historian Charles Walker, this publication is commonly misattributed to the Jesuit priest Pedro 
Lozano who was thought to have written the original Spanish account. However, Lozano was not in Lima at the time 
of the earthquake. While Lozano wrote a letter summarizing the disaster from several reports he received, this is not 
it. Charles F. Walker, Shaky Colonialism: The 1746 Earthquake-Tsunami in Lima, Peru, and its Long Aftermath 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2008), 6. 

Figure 1.1: Newspaper advertisement for A True and Particular Relation of the 
Dreadful Earthquake. This book on the Lima-Callao Earthquake of 1746 
received multiple reprints after a series of tremors in London. Whitehall 
Evening Post (London, England), March 13-15, 1750. 
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In the decade prior to the “Great” Lisbon Earthquake, the Lima-Callao Earthquake was 

widely considered, as the English book phrased it, “one of the most dreadful [catastrophes], 

perhaps, that ever befell this earth since the general Deluge.”29 Despite the book’s title, however, 

only twenty-six of its three-hundred-and-forty pages were dedicated to the Spanish disaster 

narrative. First and foremost, it was a compendium of everyday life in Lima, with the book 

pairing descriptions of South America’s strange and unfamiliar nature with images and accounts 

of the European customs of Peru’s elite classes. By representing Lima as an urban center that 

was similar though not quite the same as London, the book’s British readers could imagine the 

destroyed colonial capital as having once borne some resemblance to that of their own. This was 

savvy marketing on the part of the publisher; such a representation heightened the reader’s 

sympathy for the victims of the Lima earthquake disaster, making the imagined experience of the 

city’s destruction ever more sublime.30  

Enlightenment authors of “New World” plays, operas, and comedies were influenced by 

the travelogues of European explorers returning from scientific expeditions to the Viceroyalty of 

Peru.31 With their descriptions of ancient ruins, volcanic eruptions, and earthquakes, these 

 
29 A True and Particular Relation of the Dreadful Earthquake which happen’d at Lima (London: T. Osborne, 1748), 
iii.  
 
30 The book’s popularity is evident through its multiple reprints and the cheaper knockoff versions it inspired. 
Philolethus, A True and Particular History of Earthquakes. Containing a relation of that dreadful Earthquake which 
happen’d at Lima and Callao, in Peru, October 29, 1746; published at Lima by Command of the Vice-Roy, and now 

translated from the Original Spanish; also of that which happen’d in Jamaica in 1692, and of others in different 

parts of the World. Extracted from Authors of unexceptionable Credit and Reputation (London: Printed for the 
Author, 1748). This is a knockoff of the original T. Osbourne edition. The author’s name is fake, the publisher is not 
named. Only a place of sale is advertised on the title page (most likely to avoid a copyright lawsuit). This version 
cuts out 200 pages on Lima society and culture in favor of providing a history of other earthquakes. Both this book, 
and the T. Osbourne editions include an appendix that contains an epistolary account of the Port Royal, Jamaica 
1692 earthquake. 
 
31 The most well-known is the French Geodesic Mission. The travelogues of expeditioners such as Charles Marie de 
La Condamine were incredibly popular in the second half of the eighteenth century.  
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writings contributed to an artistic desire to dramatically and “authentically” represent the natures 

of South America both visually and, most importantly for this chapter, sonically. I explore how 

two of the most well-known examples of seismic music—one in Jean-Philippe Rameau’s Les 

Indes Galantes (1735) and the other in Joseph Haydn’s The Seven Last Words (1787)—were 

influenced by Peruvian nature and natural disaster. In a period when the phenomenon of 

earthquakes was intimately linked with the nature of the American continents, I argue that these 

two musical representations necessitate a historical framework that engages critically with their 

Ibero-American natural influences. Both musical compositions have strong but understudied 

Peruvian connections: in the entrée “Les Incas du Pérou,” Rameau musically represented the 

eruption of an Andean volcano, while Haydn’s work (which its famous earthquake finale) was 

composed for a Good Friday service of the Peruvian paraliturgical devotion of las tres horas de 

la agonía de Cristo.32  

I take two different approaches to my study of the Peruvian seismic elements of these 

musical compositions. With Rameau’s volcanic eruption, I trace the influence of Peruvian 

histories and European natural theories on the writing of both the libretto and the music. I also 

examine Rameau’s approach to the challenge of musical representing earthquakes. In a period 

prior to sound recordings, writers struggled to describe seismic sounds in ways that allowed 

other people to imagine them, and, in the case of scientific study, to analyze them.33 Similarly, 

the eighteenth century was a period during which composers sought to represent nature with 

greater verisimilitude, and the translation of earthquakes into music posed a unique challenge. In 

Rameau’s case, his seismic representation served as fertile ground for harmonic experimentation. 

 
32 Throughout this chapter I refer to this devotion by the shorter title of las tres horas. 
 
33 For more on seismic sound, refer to Chapter 2’s section on Telemann’s Die Donnerode and Chapter 3.  
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With Haydn’s The Seven Last Words, I contextualize his composition within the larger, 

transatlantic circulation of las tres horas, a devotion that was forged in the aftermath of an 

earthquake in Lima in 1687. A century later, Haydn was commissioned by the New Spain priest 

José Sáenz de Santamaría to write music for a 1787 service of las tres horas in Cádiz, Spain (a 

region severely decimated by the Lisbon Earthquake of 1755). In tracing the transatlantic 

circulation of writings and music related to las tres horas, I explore how earthquake disasters 

were major disseminating forces for this Peruvian religious-musical practice.  

Contemporaneous discourse on South American earthquakes not only contributed to the 

(mis)representation of Peru (and, more generally, the American imaginary) in literary and 

theatrical works, but also to European philosophical and theological conceptions of nature. 

Therefore, a second aim of this chapter is to show, through a body of literary and musical 

representations of earthquakes, how emerging Enlightenment theories on nature and natural 

disasters were ultimately shaped by the colonial experience. This is not only relevant to 

intellectual history but also to eighteenth-century musicological scholarship which often relies on 

Enlightenment theories as interpretative tools for eighteenth-century musical works. The Lima-

Callao Earthquake of 1746 is an emblematic example of how the impact of eighteenth-century 

natural catastrophes traversed the geopolitical boundaries of empires and had global 

philosophical and psychological reverberations. 

For example, we can trace the transatlantic circulation of Individual y Verdadera 

Relación de la extrema ruina que padeció la Ciudad de los Reyes Lima, the earthquake-disaster 

narrative that opened this chapter, and its impact on Atlantic imaginations and interpretations of 

the Lima disaster. After its original publication in Lima, the earthquake account quickly reached 
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Mexico City and Puebla in 1747.34 The same year, the Spanish text traversed the Atlantic Ocean, 

where it was published in Valencia (Spain), in a Portuguese translation in Lisbon, and later in a 

French translation in the Netherlands.35 The author of the English translation that first appeared 

in A True and Particular History of the Dreadful Earthquake at Lima (1748) was the 

Englishman Henry Johnson (c.1698-1760), a reliable “expert” on Peru; he was a retired merchant 

for the South Sea Company who had spent his entire life working in South America.36 His 

translation reverberated back across the Atlantic where it was published in Philadelphia by 

Benjamin Franklin’s press in 1749.37 In November 1755, New England was traumatized by its 

own unusual earthquake, after which a Bostonian printer made available a nine-page excerpt of 

the English translation of the Lima disaster narrative.38  

 
34 Individual y verdadera relación de la extrema ruina que padeció la ciudad de los reyes Lima (Lima: Imprenta 
Calle de los Mercaderes, 1746). Biblioteca Nacional de España. Sede de Recoletos: R/36213. Código de barras: 
1000562066; Individual y verdadera relación de la extrema ruina que padeció la ciudad de los reyes Lima (México: 
Viuda de Joseph Bernardo de Hogal, 1747). Biblioteca Nacional de España. Sede de Recoletos: VE/347/24. Código 
de barras: 1000381846; Individual y verdadera relación de la extrema ruina que padeció la ciudad de los reyes 
Lima (Puebla: Viuda de Miguel Ortega, 1747). Biblioteca Nacional de México. Obras Antiguas, Raras. RLAF 623 
LAF. 623 LAF. 000559194. 
 
35 Individual y verdadera relación de la extrema ruina que padeció la ciudad de los reyes Lima (Valencia: Joseph 
Thomás Lucas, 1747). Universitat de València. Signatura: BH Var. 333(20); Individual, e verdadeira relaçaõ de 
extrema ruina, que padeceo a cidade dos reys Lima, Capital do Reyno do Peru, com o horrivel Terremoto, 

acontecido em a noite do dia 28. De Outubro de 1746 (Lisbon: Oficina de Joseph da Costa Coímbra, 1748). John 
Carter Brown Library, accessed through Brown University Library. Brown Digital Repository: 14685; Histoire des 
tremblemens de terre arrivés à Lima capitale du Pérou (La Haye: [1752]). The British Library, Digital record 
number: 1507/1604.  
 
36 The choice of Johnson as translator added to the popularity of the book; as the foreword notes, Johnson himself 
had lived through a disastrous earthquake in Chile. His experiences, which granted him the authority to include his 
own commentary in the footnotes of his translation, added to the “truth” of the Spanish account in the eyes of its 
English readers, confirming that the narrative of Lima’s spectacular destruction was not an over exaggeration. 
 
37 A True and Particular Relation of the Dreadful Earthquake, which happen’d at Lima, the capital of Peru 
(Philadelphia: B. Franklin, 1749). Readex: A Division of NewsBank. Early American Imprints. First Series, no. 
6348. 
 
38 A True and Particular Relation of the Dreadful Earthquake, which happen’d at Lima, the capital of Peru (Boston: 
D. Fowle and Z. Fowle, [1755]). Readex: A Division of NewsBank. Early American Imprints, Series I, no. 7453.  
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Despite occurring an ocean away, Lima’s earthquake was relevant to people across the 

Atlantic world, particularly those struggling to make sense of physical shifts occurring in their 

own natural landscapes. Following the unusual shaking of places like London and Boston, the 

Lima disaster narrative was resurrected and reconceptualized within local scientific and 

theological discourses on nature. For example, the London publication included theories from 

British natural philosophers, who attempted to explain how the natural, geological characteristics 

of South America made it the frequent site of spontaneous natural eruptions. This reflected the 

growing influence of natural science on European conceptions of nature, which were steadily 

moving away from interpretations of natural disasters as divine punishment. However, despite 

experiencing similar light seismic shocks, New Englanders interpreted their earthquakes quite 

differently. The New England publication of the Lima disaster narrative catered to staunch 

Protestants, who, holding fast to their religious ideologies, sought to understand how Boston’s 

earthquake may have been a subtler display of the divine power they believed destroyed Lima 

almost a decade earlier (see Chapter 3). Earthquakes generated intellectual responses on both 

shores, providing a unique view into how nature was experienced and interpreted differently 

around the Atlantic world. 

Before delving into the core of this chapter, there is one last methodological clarification. 

If we as eighteenth-century scholars are to attempt a less Eurocentric account of early modernity, 

we must also question the philosophical interpretative categories we traditionally rely on. Among 

them, there is one in particular that plays an important role in discourse surrounding nature: the 

sublime aesthetic. The sublime refers to an aesthetic quality of nature most commonly associated 

with mountains, volcanic eruptions, and shipwrecks. These are scenes where nature’s grandeur 

provokes a kind of “pleasurable terror” in the observer. While the sublime is a productive way to 
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frame eighteenth-century imaginations of natural disasters, scholarship on the topic has primarily 

focused on European landscapes and ruins, such as the volcanic eruptions of Vesuvius and Etna, 

or the ancient ruins of Pompeii and Herculaneum.39 Yet, across theaters in Italy, France, Spain 

and England the pleasures of the sublime was also experienced through the imagination and re-

imagination of disasters, both human and natural, occurring in faraway lands. Among the most 

popular were dramatic interpretations of the ruthless Spanish conquest of the Incas, some of 

which were set against the background of earthquakes and erupting volcanoes. Therefore, this 

chapter aims to bring attention to the ways sublime imaginations were fueled by the disastrous 

ruins of both natural disaster and colonization, arguing for a reconsideration of how this aesthetic 

category was informed by these popular colonial depictions.  

Let us delve once again into the sublime imaginations provoked by A True and Particular 

History of the Dreadful Earthquake at Lima to see how earthquake disasters served as portals for 

the European imagination of lost colonial societies. The English book was organized into topics 

that ranged from the structure of the city’s social-political hierarchy to the climate and weather 

patterns of a place where “it never rains.”40 To help readers imagine Lima prior to its destruction, 

the book’s compilers described a colonial city that was both as familiar as it was foreign. The 

exotic natures of South America (its native fruits, plants, and birds) were juxtaposed with images 

and descriptions of a Europeanized society (see Figure 1.2).41 Despite Lima’s distance from 

 
39 For more scholarship on the influence of nature on the sublime aesthetic see, Cian Duffy, The Landscapes of the 
Sublime, 1700-1830: Classic Ground (London, Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).  
 
40 The True and Particular Relation of the Dreadful Earthquake at Lima and Callao (T. Osborne, 1748), 86. 
 
41 The book draws on the writings of the Frenchman Amédée-François Frézier (1682-1773), particularly from 
Relation du voyage de la mer du Sud, aux côtes du Chili, du Pérou et du Brésil, fait pendant les années 1712, 1713, 

et 1714, which had been translated into English. A Voyage to the South-Sea and along the Coasts of Chili and Peru, 
In the Years 1712, 1713, and 1714 (London: Jonah Bowyer, 1717).  
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Europe, it was possible to find “everything that Luxury or Vanity could fancy,” and the exquisite 

fashion and musicality of Peruvian women was said to rival that of aristocratic French women.42 

Evidence of European elegance in the lifestyles of Peruvian elites was presented in engravings 

“drawn on the spot by the Translator.” However, these images were not of Spanish-born people, 

but of the “New World” identities of criollo and mulata women accompanied with written 

descriptions of their dress and moral character (see Figure 1.3). Some of these engravings depict 

black slave servants dressed in livery, illustrating a relationship between race, clothing, and 

social status that would have been very familiar to British readers.43  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
42 A True and Particular Relation of the Dreadful Earthquake at Lima (T. Osborne, 1748), 140; 254-257. 
 
43 For more on the significance of colonial dress, refer to Steve O. Buckridge, The Language of Dress: Resistance 
and Accommodation in Jamaica, 1760-1890 (Kingston, University of the West Indies Press, 2004); Tamara J. 
Walker, Exquisite Slaves: Race, Clothing, and Status in Colonial Lima (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2017). 

Figure 1.2: “Plate V: a calash much used at Lima & all over Peru” in A True and 
Particular Relation of the Dreadful Earthquake (1748). The translator estimated that 
there were 4000 calashes in Lima, from which the book’s author makes the following 
deduction: “By this one may judge of the Magnificence of its Inhabitants, as we do in 
European cities by the Number of Coaches.” 
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This literary example of a colonial disaster dressed as a European one is an important 

jumping off point for a chapter that considers the aesthetic influence of “New World” disasters 

on European musical works. It calls attention to how the sublime aesthetic relied on some of the 

same pleasures of exoticism, in ways that have not been fully recognized in scholarship on the 

sublime. In rearticulating this eighteenth-century aesthetic category through its colonial legacy, I 

hope to point towards a new approach to scholarship on music and nature, one inflected by real 

acts of nature, and, more importantly, one that allows me to effectively place colonial history 

into conversation with European musical traditions. 

 

Operatic Natures: Les Indes Galantes  

In the foreword to Les Indes Galantes (1735), the librettist Louis Fuzelier (c.1672-1752) 

discussed the natural inspiration behind an imagined Andean volcano that loomed over the 

Figure 1.3: “Plate VI: a creole-lady in her dress within doors” and “Plate VIII: 
mulatta woman in her dress by day” in A True and Particular Relation of the 
Dreadful Earthquake (1748). 
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opéra-ballet’s first entrée, “Les Incas du Pérou.”44 The intent of this foreword was to educate his 

audience on the nature of this volcano, which he included in his opera not only for its dramatic 

effect but for its representation of a genuine natural characteristic of the Spanish colonial 

landscape. Spectators were to take serious the autonomous nature of this volcano, which he 

modeled after Mexico’s Popocatépetl, an “inflamed mountain” he imagined to be as sublime as 

Italy’s Vesuvius and Etna.45 The looming volcano added a touch of visual and sonic authenticity 

to an act that explored the love between an Inca princess (Phani) and a Spanish officer (Carlos) 

just after the conquest of Peru. In the middle of the entrée, the earth begins to tremble as the 

volcano erupts, interrupting the musical solemnity of the Inca’s Festival of the Sun. As the 

trembling subsides, Huascar, the Inca priest presiding over the festival, publicly announces the 

eruption to be a sign from the gods that the Inca princess should marry him and not Carlos. This 

eruption, however, is no supernatural omen. In the third scene, the jealous priest had sent an Inca 

man to push a rock into the volcano’s crater to induce the artificial eruption. 

In his foreword, Fuzelier posed the following question: “is it wrong for an author 

seriously concerned with providing entertainment for the public occasionally to attempt to divert 

his audience without recourse to gods and magicians?”46 Drawing from contemporary historical 

narratives and natural scientific treatises, Fuzelier deliberately strayed away from the ancient 

 
44 The opera-ballet contains four entrées and a prologue: “Les Incas du Pérou,” “Le turc généreux,” “Les fleurs,” 
and “Les sauvages.” The last two entrées were added in later performances, and their order changed frequently. For 
more on the performance history of this piece, refer to Graham Sadler, “Indes Galantes, Les,” Grove Music Online 
(2002), https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.O005181. 
 
45 For my discussion of the libretto and music for Les Indes Galantes, I draw on a new 2019 critical edition of the 
work. Sylvie Bouissou, ed., Les Indes Galantes: ballet héroïque en un prologue et quatre entrées livret de Louis 
Fuzelier, Versions de 1735, 1743, 1751 et 1761. Opera omnia Rameau, Série IV, Volumes 2 et 7, RCT 44 
(Bärenreiter Verlag, 2019). I use the English translations of Fuzelier foreword in Bouissou’s edition, section “The 
Libretto,” LV-LVII.  
 
46 Bouissou, ed., Les Indes Galantes, LVI. 
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Greco-Roman myths and histories worn thin by the previous generation of Lully and his 

contemporaries. In past operas, even nature pertained to the realm of the supernatural. A passage 

from Jean-Baptiste Dubos’s Réflexions critiques sur la poésie et sur la peinture (1719), 

described the challenges composers faced when representing unnatural natures, using examples 

from Lully’s operas: 

Musicians frequently compose symphonies to express sounds we never heard, and which 
never perhaps existed in nature. Such is the bellowing of the earth when Pluto rushes 
forth from hell; the whistling of the air when Apollo inspires Pythia; the noise which a 
ghost makes coming out of its tomb, and the trembling of the leaves of the oaks of 
Dodona…We commend the symphony of the tomb of Amadis and that of the opera of 
Issé, by saying the imitation is very natural, tho’ we have never beheld nature in the 
circumstances in which those symphonies pretend to copy it…47 
 

In the volcano, however, Fuzelier discovered a spectacle of nature that was extraordinary by its 

own natural right, making it a suitable dramatic replacement for the supernatural agency of gods 

and magicians.48 In an “enlightened century” where art “acquires science without losing its 

appeal,” Fuzelier wanted his audiences to know that this volcano was informed by contemporary 

history and natural science, not myth.49  

Fuzelier’s declamatory foreword reflects what has already been well established in 

eighteenth-century studies: that enlightenment philosophy, and its rejection of superstition and 

intuitional reasoning, influenced French theatrical aesthetics. This extended to Fuzelier’s ideas 

for the entrée’s volcano. He wrote, “will I be condemned for introducing to the theatre a 

 
47 Jean Baptiste-Dubos, Critical Reflections on Poetry, Painting, and Music: With an Inquiry into the Rise and 
Progress of the Theatrical Entertainments of the Ancients, trans. Thomas Nugent (London: John Nourse, 1748), 
1:370-371. 
 
48 Bouissou, ed., Les Indes Galantes, LVII.  
 
49 “Goût judicieux qui devait naître plutôt dans un siècle éclairé, dans un siècle témoin du progrès des talents qu’il 
voit chaque jour, conduits par des principes sûrs, acquérir de la science sans perdre des grâces. » Bouissou, ed., Les 
Indes Galantes, XXXII.  
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phenomenon more real than enchantment and also more suitable for causing a chromatic 

symphony?”50 There were, however, significant challenges to sonically representing this real 

natural phenomenon, which can be seen and heard through the compositional choices made by 

the opera’s composer Jean-Philip Rameau.  

First and foremost, Rameau titled his music for the volcanic eruption, tremblement de 

terre (“earthquake”), and it served as his testing ground for harmonic experiments. Writing later 

in Demonstration du principe de l’harmonie, Rameau used the music for the volcanic eruption as 

an example of his “chromatic-enharmonic genus,” yielding one of his most famous statements on 

the enharmonic: 

…the enharmonic derails the ear, it brings excess into all the passions, it frightens, it 
terrifies, and it puts disorder everywhere when one knows how to compose it in 
connection with the diatonic and chromatic genre, and to sustain in by movement fitting 
to the expression.51  
 

Indeed, what could be more suitable for an indescribable phenomenon than to compose music 

that confused the ear? With the enharmonic, Rameau aimed to compose music that, like the 

sublime aesthetic, pushed beyond the ear’s musical sensibilities, however, it failed in practice. 

The music for this scene, as it is typically performed in modern practice, proved beyond the 

musical comprehension of the premiering orchestra. While we could say that Rameau’s 

enharmonic experiment was successful in its failure, in reality this section only lasted five 

 
50 Bouissou, ed., Les Indes Galantes, LVII. 
 
51 “I’Enharmonique déroute l’oreille, porte l’excès dans toutes les passions, effraye, épouvante, et met partout le 
désordre, quand on sçait le composer à propos de diatonique et de chromatique, et le soutenir d’un mouvement 
convenable à l’expression.” Jean-Philippe Rameau, Demonstration du principe de l’Harmonie (Paris, 1750), 99. 
This passage on the enharmonic in Rameau is quoted in Charles Dill, “Rameau’s Imaginary Monsters: Knowledge, 
Theory, and Chromaticism in Hippolyte et Aricie,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 55, no. 3 (Winter 
2002): 433-476.  
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measures. 52 Instead, the difficulty this music posed to contemporary ears may have been much 

simpler, which made its way into Louis de Cahusac’s definition for expréssion in Diderot and 

d’Alembert’s Encyclopedie: “the majority of spectators departed [from the theatre] declaiming 

against a music supercharged with sixteenth-notes, from which nothing could be retained.”53 

Regardless of the reasons why it failed, Rameau was forced to make major revisions to his 

earthquake music: he eliminated the second instrumental section, where the earthquake’s tremors 

redoubled, and generally rewrote the excerpt into “musique commune.”54 

 Analyzing his original setting for the volcanic eruption, we can see that Rameau has to do 

quite a bit of work to convince listeners that the earth is shaking. The earth’s spasms are 

accompanied by a choir that narrates the visual elements of the volcanic eruption, helping 

reconcile the visual (erupting flames) with the sonic (earthquake). The representation’s three 

choral segments, divided by instrumental sections, provide a more convention structure to what 

should otherwise be a chaotic moment. Furthermore, contemporary recordings include an 

appropriate layer of “rumbling filler,” supplied by un-notated percussion parts and stage 

machinery. Breaking down the musical elements that make this an iconic representation of an 

earthquake, we are left wondering what melodically and harmonically might separate this 

 
52 For a detailed study on Rameau’s shifting attitudes towards the enharmonic, refer to Alexander Rehding, 
“Rousseau, Rameau, and Enharmonic Furies in the French Enlightenment,” Journal of Music Theory 49, no. 1 
(Spring 2005): 141-180.  
 
53 Charles Dill, Monstrous Opera: Rameau and the Tragic Tradition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014), 
9. He cites “Expression,” Encyclopédie ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, ed. Denis 
Diderot and Jean le Rond d’Alembert, 28 vols (New York: Pergamon Press, 1969), 6:318. 
 
54 Sylvie Bouissou’s 2019 critical edition Les Indes Galantes: ballet héroïque en un prologue et quatre entrées livret 
de Louis Fuzelier includes reconstructions of both the original and the simplified setting of the “tremblement de 
terre.”  For the original, refer to pages 74-83 (meaures 655-723), The five enharmonic measures are 712-719. For 
the simplified version, see pages 269-276. 
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example from a representation of a storm. We can turn to the entrée “Le turc généreux” to hear 

its similarities with Rameau’s musical depiction of a shipwreck during a violent storm at sea.55 

In the famous musical-philosophical debates between Rameau and Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau, earthquakes played a small role. In his entry for musique in Diderot’s and 

d’Alembert’s Encyclopedie (1751), Rousseau included a discussion on the extraordinary power 

of sound to move not the human heart but inanimate rocks. Drawing on scientific observations 

by Athanasius Kircher, Marin Mersenne, and Robert Boyle, Diderot included the examples of an 

organ that could make a rock tremble, bagpipe sounds that compelled an unfortunate man to 

urinate, and a voice that could shatter glass. These were, however, counter examples to what he 

considered antiquated beliefs in the miraculous and divine power of music.56 While discoveries 

in the field of physics could explain why the sound of organs “shook as much as an earthquake,” 

Rousseau argued that there was no evidence to support the idea that a sentimental song could 

inherently move a person to tears.57 Science proved beyond a doubt that sound had the power to 

shake the earth.58  

 
55 The orchestration for this scene features a solo flute representing lightning and tremolo strings, which accompany 
Émile’s (a slave woman who is the love interest of the act) aria “Vaste empire des mers.” This flute is certainly a 
tell-tale sign that this is a storm. While a distinct flute part cannot be heard in the volcanic eruption, we cannot 
preclude the possibility that lightning-whipping sound effects from stage machinery may have been used during the 
eruption. For an example, listen to the 1991 Harmonia Mundi recording of Les Indes Galantes by Les Arts 
Florissants and William Christie.  
 
56 “All these examples, which pertain more to sound than to Music, and for which physics can give several 
explanations, do not make any more intelligible or believable to us the miraculous and almost divine effects that the 
ancients attribute to Music.” Jean-Jacques Rousseau, “Music” in The Encyclopedia of Diderot & d’Alembert 
Collaborative Translation Project, trans. Beverly Wilcox (Ann Arbor: Michigan Publishing, University of Michigan 
Library, 2013). http://hdl.handle.net/2027/spo.did2222.0002.890 (accessed May 9, 2020). Originally published as 
“Musique,” Encyclopédie ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, 10:898-902 (Paris, 1765).  
 
57 In an extended version of this definition in Dictionnarie de Musique (1767), Rousseau discusses the Swiss Air 
“Ranz des Vaches.” 
 
58 Eighteenth-century aesthetic philosophy questioned which of the arts—poetry, music, painting, or sculpture—
could best capture those emotions that welled up in the human heart at witnessing nature at its most grand or 
sublime. Most determined that music could do little more than imitate.  
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As a staple of the eighteenth-century French operatic stage, Les Indes Galantes has been 

at the center of numerous musicological and historical studies on colonial encounter, musical 

exoticism, and the (mis)representation of indigenous cultures in the early modern period. In 

addition to the Peru entrée, the other acts (each with their own separate plots) each take place in 

a different region of “the Indies,” with settings in a Turkish garden, in a Persian harem during a 

flower festival, and in the deep North American woods.59 Musicological study has centered 

primarily on the representation of Native Americans in the entrée “Les Sauvages,” whose sonic 

elements draw from Parisian performances of Ameri-Indian dances in 1725.60 Regarding the 

appeal of this particular opéra-ballet, Matthew Head has argued that Fuzelier’s rejection of gods 

and magicians in favor of distant climates illustrates how the Enlightenment’s disenchantment 

with the supernatural was replaced by an enchantment with the exotic.61 An analysis of the 

literary influences behind Rameau’s and Fuzelier’s volcano demonstrates how the dramatic 

representation of real natural forces, despite being informed by historical and scientific sources, 

 
59 Contemporary subjects and figures were considered appropriate subject material for enlightenment operas. For 
example, Fuzelier pulled the character of Osman Pasha from the entrée “Le turc généreux” directly from a January 
1734 article in Mercure de France that recounted the life of the Ottoman military officer, Topal Osman Pasha 
(1663-1733). 
 
60 “Discovery” operas grew in popularity in the 1720s and 1730s, along with other theatrical imaginations of North 
American indigenous peoples in stage works such as Arlequin sauvage (1721), Le Nouveau monde (1722), and La 
Sauvagesse (1732). Scholarship has focused primarily on Les Sauvages, which is based on a harpsichord piece by 
the same title. This piece was inspired by Ameri-Indian dances displayed in Paris in 1725. For scholarship on this 
topic, refer to Olivia Bloechl, Native American Song at the Frontiers of Early Modern Music (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008); Michael V. Pisani, Imagining Native America in Music (New Haven: Yale 
University, 2005). Roger Savage, “Rameau’s American Dancers,” Early Music, 11/4, Rameau Tercentenary Issue 
(October 1983): 441-52; Howard Brofsky, “Rameau and the Indians: The Popularity of Les Sauvages,” in Music in 
the Classic Period: Essays in Honor of Barry S. Brook, ed. Allan Atlas (New York: Pendragon Press, 1985), 43-60; 
Joellen A. Meglin, “‘Sauvages, Sex Roles, and Semiotics:’ Representations of Native Americans in the French 
Ballet, 1736-1837, Part One: The Eighteenth Century,” Dance Chronicle 23, Issue 2 (2000): 87-132; Timothy 
Taylor, Beyond Exoticism: Western Music and the World (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007); Deborah Poole, 
“The Inca Operatic” in Vision, Race, and Modernity: A Visual Economy of the Andean Image World (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1997). 
 
61 Matthew Head, Orientalism, Masquerade and Mozart’s Turkish Music. Royal Musical Association Monographs; 
No. 9 (London: Royal Musical Association, 2018).  
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contributed to European imaginations of an exoticized American landscape. Not only was the 

sublime eruption of the Andean volcano inherently natural and dramatic, it was an opportunity 

for Fuzelier to critique religious and supernatural understandings of natural disaster, a point of 

view expressed in the opera by Phani, the Inca princess. In examining the imaginations conjured 

by this volcano, I interpret its eruption as an extended metaphor for the Spanish conquest of the 

American continents.  

First, a look at the source materials behind the entrée’s dramatic and natural setting. Prior 

to Les Indes Galantes, Peru had already served as a popular setting for European theatrical 

tragedies, many of which were inspired by the historical writings of Ibero-American authors. 

Fuzelier himself cited the influence of the Spanish American chroniclers Augustín de Zárate (c. 

1508-1578), Garcilaso de la Vega “El Inca” (1539-1616), and Antonio de Solís (1610-1684).62 

Their histories on the Spanish conquest served as the basis for Spanish comedies such as Tirso de 

Molina’s “Pizarro trilogy” (Todo es dar en una cosa, Amazonas de las Indias, and La lealtad 

contra la envidia from 1635) and Pedro Calderón de la Barca’s la aurora de Copacabana 

(c.1664). Outside of Spain, the conquest was more appropriately portrayed as a tragedy, with 

Inca royalty depicted as relatable and sympathetic characters. In London, Henry Purcell was 

commissioned to write the music for an operatic reinterpretation of The Indian Queen (1695), 

originally a play, which centered around a fictitious pre-Columbian conflict between the 

aristocratic courts of Peru and Mexico, though the composer died in 1695 before finishing it.63 

 
62 Agustín de Zárate, Historia del descubrimiento y conquista del Perú (Sevilla: Alonso Escrivano, 1577); Inca 
Garcilaso de la Vega, Comentarios Reales de los Incas (Lisbon: Pedro Crasbeeck,1609); Historia General del Perú 
(Córdoba: Viuda de Andres Barrera, 1617); Antonio de Solís, Historia de la conquista de México (Madrid: Bernardo 
de Villa-Diego, 1684). 
 
63 Curtis A. Price, Henry Purcell and the London Stage (Cambridge University Press, 1984), 125.  
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In France, the genre of the opéra-ballet benefited from the popularity of these histories, 

as well as growing interest in travel literature. Based on what were considered true, first-person 

accounts, travelogues served as gateways for European audiences to imagine the histories, 

geographies, societies, and religious cultures of distant colonial places. Similarly, opéra-ballets 

often comprised of a prologue and four entrées, each set in a different “climate,” with a separate 

plot and cast of characters.64 The creation of Les Indes Galantes coincided with the beginning of 

the French-Geodesic Missions, an expedition to Ecuador (which until 1720 had been a part of the 

Viceroyalty of Peru) to measure the circumference of the earth.65 These returning travelers—

scientists, merchants, seamen, and explorers—contributed their travelogues and first-person 

insights to Europe’s growing obsession with the South American imaginary. Nevertheless, these 

first-person “authentic” and “scientific” European descriptions often essentialized indigenous 

peoples. Presenting their observations as if scientific findings, travelers wrote freely about the 

undisciplined “noises” and “shouts” of indigenous peoples, about their “primitive” customs, and 

the hostility they exhibited towards one another.66 The inclusion of exoticist illustrations of 

indigenous personage and dress—often advertised as sketched on the spot by a reputable 

(European) person—increased the authority of their first-person observations, but more 

 
64 The first opéra-ballet, André Campra’s and Antoine Houdar de la Motte’s L’Europe galant (1697), consisted of 
entrées set in France, Spain, Italy, and Turkey. Ralph Locke, Music and the Exotic from the Renaissance to Mozart 
(Cambridge University Press, 2015), 232-233. According to historian Elizabeth Maddock Dillon, the American 
continents allowed for a “fresh” take on Eastern oriental settings. This relocation allowed only for unexpected 
results in plots that explored issues of sovereignty and the anxieties of illegitimate rule, in a period when attitudes 
towards royal sovereignty were shifting towards more populous conceptions. Elizabeth Maddock Dillon, New World 
Drama: The Performative Commons in the Atlantic World, 1649-1849 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014). An 
earlier English play set in Peru was William Davenant’s The Cruelty of the Spaniards in Peru (1658). 
 
65 For the history of these expeditions refer to Larrie D. Ferreiro, Measure of the Earth: The Enlightenment 
Expedition That Reshaped Our World (New York: Basic Books, 2011).  
 
66 The A True and Particular Relation of the Dreadful Earthquake which happen’d at Lima is an example of such a 
publication, with its inclusion of sensational excerpts from “scientific” travelogues.  
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importantly the marketability of their travelogue. In terms of the colonial natural landscape, these 

accounts described Peru as a contradiction of nature, at once the very “idea of the terrestrial 

Paradise” while at the same time frequently racked by the terrors of earthquakes.67  

Travel literature directly influenced Fuzelier’s incorporation of the volcano. In his 

foreword, the librettist commented on the frequency of seismic activity in Peru, describing 

earthquakes as “subterranean furnaces composed of highly flammable bitumen and sulfur,” a 

description he drew from reports of travelers. While Fuzelier does not indicate the specific 

travelogues he referenced, his knowledge of seismic theories that connect the causes of 

earthquakes to volcanoes yields several possible options. His specific reference to bitumen and 

sulfur points to a curious anecdote on the eruption of the Santorini volcano printed in the 1707 

issue of Histoire de L’Academie Royale des Sciences. Written by the Jesuit priest Goree, this was 

an eyewitness account of the formation of a new island (today known as Nea Kameni) in the Bay 

of Santorini, accompanied by several earthquakes and a volcanic eruption.68 In true 

Enlightenment style, Fuzelier states he corroborated the accounts of these travelogues with 

contemporary experiments conducted by naturalists. Although he was yet again vague about 

specifics, it seems he was likely referring to the famous volcano experiment by the French 

chemist Nicolas Lémery (1645-1715).69 It called for 20-40 pounds of sulfur added to an equal 

 
67 A True and Particular Relation of the Dreadful Earthquake which happen’d at Lima, 79. The book’s compilers 
cite Amédée-François Frézier’s travelogue.  
 
68 “There was then a New Island, like to the present, which, between the Islands of Santorini, Nio, and Andro, rose 
up by means of Subterraneous Fires, which caused several violent Earthquakes, accompanied with a roaring Noise 
underground, Sulphureous Exhalations, an insupportable Stench, and a black smoak, which rose out of the Sea with 
Flames to the height of 10 or 12 Cubits.” Goree, “A Relation of a New Island, which was raised up from the Bottom 
of the Sea, on the 23rd of May 1707. In the Bay of Santorini, in the Archipelago. Written by Father Goree (a Jesuit) 
an eye-witness,” Philosophical Transactions, Royal Society 27, no. 332 (London 1710): 354-375, 
https://doi.org/10.1098/rstl.1710.0034. 
 
69 Bernard Le Bovier, “Upon Subterraneous Fires, Earthquakes, Thunder, etc. Explained Chymically,”in The Lives 
of the French, Italian and German Philosophers, Late Members of the Royal Academy of Science in Paris. Together 
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amount of iron fillings and mixed together with just enough water to create a thick paste. After 

being buried underground for six hours, the ground would begin to quake, crack, and smoke 

from the flame burning beneath the surface (see Chapter 3). This experiment, which grew in 

popularity over the century as a recipe for an earthquake, reflected a shift away from Cartesian 

metaphysics towards what was later commonly referred to as Newtonian science. The latter 

promoted natural claims based in experimental and observational evidence rather than 

speculation.70  

Fuzelier’s description of earthquakes as “subterranean furnaces” also calls to mind the 

seismic theories of Athanasius Kircher (1602-1680), who believed that the world was fueled by a 

central fire that spread through a system of subterranean caverns connecting together the world’s 

volcanoes. An illustration from his Mundus Subterraneus, pinpointed all of the world’s known 

volcanoes, with the majority located on the South American continent (Figure 1.4). Kircher 

famously traveled into the crater of Vesuvius and recorded his experiences. Observing the loose 

rocks falling into the volcano’s gaping mouth, Kircher recalled the sounds they made: “that 

crackling noise: so great and fearful a one, as that any, even of the stoutest and most undaunted 

heart, would scarce venture to suffer.”71 The observations of these loose rocks may have inspired 

the science behind Fuzelier’s volcanic eruption. As was previously mentioned, Huascar (the Inca 

priest) had ordered an Inca man to agitate the volcano by pushing a large rock into its mouth.  

 
with Abstracts of some of the Choicest Pieces, communicated by them to that Illustrious Society (London: W. Innys, 
1717), 260-262.   
 
70 Cynthia Verba has discussed how this shift influenced the writings of Rameau and Rosseau in Music and the 
French Enlightenment: Rameau and the Philosophes in Dialogue, 2nd ed. (Oxford University Press, 2016). 
 
71 The Vulcano’s, or Burning and Fire-vomiting Mountains Famous in the World. With their Remarkables. Collected 
for the most part our of Kircher’s “Subterraneous World” (London: Printed by J. Darby, for John Allen, 1669), 36.  
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Cynthia Verba’s has explored how Rameau applied himself towards a scientific 

application of music, going so far as to submit his own music theory treatises to the Académie 

des Sciences in 1737 and 1749.72 Although scholarship on Rameau has focused on his career 

after 1750, the influence of Newtonian-based studies of nature and natural sound can already be 

seen in the libretto to Les Indes Galantes and perhaps even heard in the music for the volcanic 

eruption. With his conception of the enharmonic, Rameau seemed eager undertaken the 

challenge of composing music that would, as Kircher described, “strike fear into the stoutest and 

most undaunted heart.” 

Traveling into the crater of Fuzelier’s imagined volcano, however, we discover much 

more than the influence of Enlightenment natural science on this opera. The volcano’s mouth 

opens a portal to the opera’s dark underbelly, revealing colonial roots that extend far deeper than 

its surface connections to colonial Peru and ancient Inca rituals. As previously stated, Fuzelier 

 
72 Verba, Music and the French Enlightenment, 66. 

Figure 1.4: “Tabula Geographico-Hydrographica Motus Oceani. Currentes, Abyssos, Montes lgnivomos in 
Universe Orbe” from Athanasius Kircher, Mundus Subterraneus (Amsterdam: Joannen Janssonium a 
Waesberge & Filios, 1678), 1:134. On the right, a detailed view of the South American continent covered in 
volcanoes. 
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specifically referenced the inspiration of Mexico’s Popocatépetl when discussing his volcano. 

This is actually an unusual reference, which draws out a clear connection between Les Indes 

Galantes and the travels and conquests of the Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés. In 1519, 

Cortés, who was on his way to conquer Mexico, observed smoke emitting from the snow-capped 

mountain and sent an expedition, led by the Spanish officer Diego de Ordaz, to the summit. 

Fuzelier was influenced from details of Cortés expedition, which he accessed through French 

translations of Englishman Thomas Gage’s travelogue and Antonio de Solís’s La Historia de la 

Conquista de México.73  

It is worth taking a moment to explain how both Gage and Solís dramatized Cortés 

expedition in their own writings. Today, we have access to Cortés own account of the expedition 

through his original letter to Spanish King Carlos V, and it is nowhere near as dramatic as 

Gage’s and Solís’s dramatic retelling of the event.74 Gage’s version in A New Survey of the West 

Indies (1648) focused on the natural force of “the Vulcan.” His description narrated the noise and 

 
73 Fuzelier’s comparison of Popocatépetl with Etna and Vesuvius is drawn directly from Thomas Gage’s The 
English-American his Travail by Sea and Land: or, A New Survey of the West India’s (London: R. Cotes, 1648), 69. 
Gage’s travelogue was first translated into French and published in Paris in 1676. It was also reprinted in 
Amsterdam in 1721. Gage discussed the volcano and the Cortés expedition in his travelogue. Solís devoted an entire 
chapter to Hernán Cortés’s observations of Popocatépetl. “Capitulo IV: Despacha Hernan Cortés los Embaxadores 
de Motezuma. Reconoce Diego de Ordaz el Volcan de Popocatepec, y se resuelve la Jornada por Cholùla,” Historia 
de la Conquista de Mexico, Libro III (Madrid: Bernardo de Villa-Diego, 1684), 186-191. The source for both Gage 
and Solís was likely Bernal Díaz del Castillo’s Historia verdadera de la conquista de Nueva España (1576). 
Fuzelier, Gage, and Solís all use the spelling “Popocatépec” for the volcano.   
 
74 An excerpt from the letter Cortés wrote to the Spanish king, Carlos V: “As I have always been desirous of sending 
your Highness a very particular account of everything in this land, I was eager to know the secret of this [smoke 
coming from a snow-capped mountain], which seemed to me somewhat marvelous, and I sent ten of my companions 
such as were necessary for such an expedition, and with some natives of the land (naturales de la tierra) to guide 
them, and I charged them to use every endeavor to ascend the mountain, and to discover the secret of the smoke, 
where and how it arose…they reached very near the top, so near in fact that the smoke began to rush out, and they 
reported that it did so with such noise and violence that the whole mountain seemed like to fall down.” Author 
modified translation from Hernando Cortés, “The Second Letter,” in Five Letters, 1519-1526, ed. J. Bayard Morris 
(Routledge, 2004), 61-62.  
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tremors that pummeled the volcano’s expeditioners.75 Writing thirty-six years later, Solís took a 

different approach, centering his historical narrative around the heroic role of Diego de Ordaz, to 

tell the story of a figure whose bravery inspired respect from Cortés and instilled awe in the 

Indians that accompanied him on the expedition:  

… Diego de Ordaz came to ask his Leave to go take a nearer View of the Volcano, 
offering to go up to the Top of the Mountain, and examine into that great Secret of 
Nature. The Indians were amaz’d to hear such a Proposal, and endeavor’d to dissuade 
him from his Intention, by informing him of the Danger, saying “That the most valiant of 
their Nation had only the boldness once to visit some hermitages of their Gods about the 
Middle of the Eminence; but that above that he would not find the Mark of a human Foot; 
nor were the Tremblings to be endur’d, of the Roaring, which forbad all Approach to the 
Top of the Mountain.” The Account of these Difficulties did but make Diego de Ordaz 
the more eager; and tho’ Hernan Cortes thought it a Piece of rashness, yet he gave him 
Leave to try, that the Indians might see what they thought impossible was not so to the 
Courage of the Spaniards…The Indians stopp’d at the Hermitages; and Diego de Ordaz, 
with his two Soldiers, went on…But when they came within a small Distance of the Top, 
they felt the earth move under them with Violence, and repeated Rockings, and heard the 
horrible Roaring of the Burning Mouth, which in a short time discharged, with a much 
greater Noise, a vast Quantity of Fire…But Diego de Ordaz perceiving the Earthquake 
was over, that the Noise lessened, and the Smoke came out less thick, encouraged his 
Companions by his Example; for going on before them, he passed with Intrepidity to the 
very Mouth of the Mountain…76 
 

I argue that Gage’s and Solís’s dramatic reinterpretations of the first European expedition to the 

summit of Popocatépetl contributed to the way Fuzelier shaped his operatic love story. Gage’s 

descriptions of noise and vibration may have shaped the seismic nature of Rameau’s volcano-

 
75 I quote a relevant passage: “When Cortez passed that way to Mexico, he sent ten Spaniards to view it, with 
many Indians to carry their victuals, and to guide them in the way. They approached so nigh the top, that they heard 
such a terrible noyse which proceeded from thence, that they durst not goe unto it, for the ground did tremble and 
shake, and great quantity of ashes did much disturb their way. But yet two of them who seemed to be most hardie, 
and desirous to see strange things, went up to the top, because they would not return with a sleevelesse answer, and 
that they might not be accounted cowards, leaving their fellowes behind them, proceeded forwards, and passed 
through that desart of ashes, and at length came under a great smoake very thick, and standing there a while, the 
darknesse vanished partly away, and then appeared the Vulcan and concavity, which is about halfe a league in 
compasse, out of the which the aire came rebounding with a very great noise, very shrill and whistling, so that the 
whole hill did tremble.” Gage, The English-American his Travail by Sea and Land, 69. 
 
76 This English translation is from Thomas Townsend and Nathan Hooke, The History of the Conquest of Mexico by 
the Spaniards, in two volumes. Translated into English from the Original Spanish of Don Antonio de Solis (London: 
John Osborn, 1738), 317-319.  
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earthquake representation, while Solís’s treatment of Ordaz as a hero seems to have clear 

parallels to the opera’s role of Carlos, the Spanish officer.  

For Solís, Ordaz was a hero of both the Spanish empire and of the realm of intellectual 

reasoning. Ordaz’s bravery had powerful implications for the Spanish conquest of Mexico: Solís 

states that Ordaz harvested sulfur from the volcano’s mouth to replenish the dwindling 

gunpowder reserves of the Spanish army, which was on its way to capture the Aztec capital of 

Tenochtitlan. Seven months after the expedition to Popocatépetl, the Spanish conquistador Pedro 

de Alvarado massacred the Aztec people in the Great Temple of Tenochtitlan as they celebrated 

the Festival of Toxcatl. This calls to mind the festival that takes place in the middle of “Les Incas 

du Pérou.” While in the opera this is the Festival of the Sun (an Inca ritual), the volcano’s 

interruption of the feast’s musical serenity is reminiscent of the Spanish massacre during the 

Aztec Festival of Toxcatl, which Spanish sources report also occurred during a dance segment of 

the ritual.77 A turning point in the conquest of Mexico, Diego de Ordaz himself would later 

participate in the final conquest of Tenochtitlan. Within the context of emerging Enlightenment 

philosophies, including the aesthetics of the sublime, Solís represented Ortaz as an intrepid 

individual that rejected the superstitious warnings of his indigenous travel guides to eventually 

conquer the mountain, and, in the process, revealed the mysteries of the volcano to its own 

people.  

 Returning to Les Indes Galantes, the frightening effect of Rameau’s chromatic-

enharmonic volcanic eruption would, at least in theory, have had the precise psychological effect 

on Phani that the Inca priest had intended. Fuzelier, however, was not about to let Phani or the 

 
77 Pablo García Loaeza, “Telling Violence: the Toxcatl massacre at the Templo Mayor in sixteenth-century sources,” 
Journal of Iberian and Latin American Studies 22, Issue 2 (2016): 109-123. 
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audience mistake the volcanic eruption for a supernatural sign. In the midst of the eruption, 

Carlos walks back onto the stage to expose the priest’s trickery, singing to the startled princess 

about the science behind volcanic eruptions:  

PHANI PHANI 
Ah! Carlos, je frisonne! Ah! Carlos, I quiver! 
Le soleil jusqu'au fond des antres les plus creux The sun, even in the deepest caverns, 
Vient d'allumer la terre, et son courroux présage ... Has set the earth on fire, and his anger forebodes… 
 
CARLOS CARLOS 
Princesse, quelle erreur! Princess, what a mistake! 
C’est le ciel qu'elle outrage. It is heaven that is outraged. 
Cet embrasement dangereux This fatal conflagration 
Du soleil n'est point l'ouvrage; Is not the work of the sun, 
(Monstrant Huascar) (gesturing to Huascar) 
Il est celui de sa rage. But that of his fury. 
Un seul rocher jeté dans ces gouffres affreux, A single rock cast into those frightful chasms, 
Y réveillant l'ardeur de ces terribles feux, Enkindling the heat of these terrible fires, 
Suffit pour exciter un si fatal ravage. Is enough to cause such fatal havoc. 
Le perfide espérait vous tromper dans ce jour, The perfidious wrench hoped to deceive you today 
Et que votre terreur servirait son amour; And that your terror would serve his amorous design. 
Sur ces monts mes guerriers punissent ses complices,        On these mountains my warriors punish his accomplices, 
Ils vont trouver dans ces noirs précipices In these dark precipices they will find 
Des tombeaux dignes d'eux. The graves worthy of them. 
(à Huascar) (to Huascar) 
Mais il te faut de plus cruels supplices. But you deserve the cruelest of punishments. 
(à Phani) (to Phani) 
Accordez votre main à son rival heureux, Bestow your hand upon his happy rival; 
C'est là son châtiment. That will be his chastisement.78  
 

Echoing major shifts in Enlightenment thought, this onstage declaration was a direct rejection of 

religious beliefs that natural disasters were supernatural forms of divine punishment. However, 

Carlos’s enlightened rationale for the eruption also allowed him, in the same breath, to invoke 

imaginations about the Spanish conquest. This connection is further deepened if we consider that 

that Huascar was also the name of the last legitimate emperor of the Inca empire. 79 Carlos used 

 
78 Fuzelier, Les Indes Galantes, scene vii. Translation was supplied by James O. Woottin for the 1991 Harmonia 
Mundi recording of Les Indes Galantes by Les Arts Florissants and William Christie.  
 
79 The character of Huascar is likely a reference to Huáscar Inca (1527-1532), who Garcilaso de la Vega believed to 
be the last legitimate Inca king. Huascar was embroiled in a civil war with his brother Atahualpa at the time of 
Pizarro’s arrival in Peru. Although in the opera Huascar is a priest, Fuzelier educates the audience in his written 
prologue: “one learns that, of the royal family, the principal ministers of the religion were as widespread as the 
authority of the monarch.” French translations of Garcilaso de la Vega’s Commentarios Reales (1609)—a history of 
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Huascar’s trickery to justify the Spanish conquest of the American continents. Like Ordaz, 

Carlos revealed the natural “truths” of the volcano to Phani. The opera ends with the Inca priest, 

who shamefully attempted to exploit superstitious fears, left to perish alone on stage in the 

volcanic eruption he induced.   

 “Les Incas du Perou” inspired several parodies, including Charles-Simon Favart’s 

L’ambigu de la Folie ou le Ballet des Dindons (1743), Les Indes Dansantes (1751), and Les 

Indes Chantantes. In Les Indes Dansantes, Favart devoted an entire aria to the natural causes of 

the volcanic eruption: 

 
PHANI      PHANI 
(á Carlos)      (to Carlos) 
 
Air: Là haut sur ces Montagnes.   Air: Up there on these Mountains. 
Du haut de ces Montagnes    From the top of these Mountains 
Voyez rouler ces feux;    see these rolling fires; 
Ils vont dans nos campagnes    They will in our countryside 
Faire un ravage affreux.    make a terrible devastation 
Du ciel est-ce un présage?    Is this an omen of heaven? 
 
CARLOS      CARLOS 
Ces flâmes sont l’ouvrage    These flames are the work 
De ce lâche imposteur,    of this cowardly imposter; 
La cause en est physique,    The cause is physical 
Il faut que je l’explique    I must explain it 
Pour vous tirer d’erreur.    To steer you out of the error.  
 
Air: Pan, pan, pan, la poudre prend.   Air: Pan, pan, pan, the powder ignites. 
Avez-vous battu le briquet?    Did you ever strike a light? 
C’est à peu près le même effet:   It is pretty much the same effect: 
Quand un caillou tombe en ce gouffre,  When a pebble falls into this abyss 
Le coup fait allumer du souffre;   The impact ignites the sulfur; 
Pan, pan, pan, la flâme prend,    Pan, pan, pan, the flame ignites, 
Tout est en feu dans un instant.    Everything takes fire in an instant.80  

 
the Inca royal family—and Historia General de Perú (1617) were printed in the early 1700s, along with several 
engravings of Inca royalty. Huascar’s death was visually portrayed in a 1736 engraving of Historia General de Perú. 
 
80 Charles-Simon Favart, Les Indes Dansantes, Parodie des “Indes Galantes” représentée pour la premier fois par 
les Comédiens Italiens Ordinaires du Poi, le Lundi 26 Juillet 1751. 4th ed. (Paris: N.B. Duchesne, 1759), 51-52. 
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PHANI      PHANI  
Air: Mi mi fa ré mi, chantez, mon petit.  Air: Mi mi fa re mi, sing, my little one 
 
Vengez-vous de la malice     Take revenge on the mischief 
Du plus sot de vos rivaux.    Of the most foolish of your rivals.  
 
CARLOS      CARLOS 
Inventons quelque supplice.    Let’s invent some torture.  
 
PHANI      PHANI 
Qu’un Duo comble ses maux;    May a Duo fill his troubles; 
Chantez mona mi,      Sing my friend, 
Mi mi fa ré mi,      Mi mi fa re mi,  
Mi mi fa ré sol,      Mi mi fa re sol, 
Mon cher Espagnol.      Mon cher Espagnol.  
 
 
While this scene preserves the same loose-rock theory as the original, this parody highlights how 

the supposedly sublime eruption of the volcano in Les Indes Galantes could border on the 

comical. The torture in Favart’s parody, however, is limited to the mocking of Huascar with a 

love duet between Phani and Carlos, while the torture in the original version included Carlos 

reminding the Inca priest of the ruthless success of the Spanish conquest.  

A year after the premier of Indes Galantes, Voltaire’s play Alzire, ou les Américains 

(1736), took up the now familiar story of a Spanish officer falling in love with a young Inca 

princess betrothed to an Inca man.81 Similarities can also be seen in Madame Françoise de 

Graffigny, Lettres d’une Péruvienne (1747), an epistolary novel set against the backdrop of the 

Festival of the Sun with an Inca princess as heroine.82 Inca storylines continued to sustain 

interest later in the century with theatrical adaptations of Jean-François Marmontel’s The Inca, or 

 
81 Voltaire’s play was the inspiration behind Giuseppe Verdi’s opera Alzira (1845) with the librettist Salvatore 
Cammarano. The opera was considered a failure.  
 
82 For more on the representation of Incas in European literature of the eighteenth century, refer to Fernanda Macchi, 
Incas ilustrados: reconstrucciones imperials en la segunda mitad del siglo XVIII (Madrid: Iberoamericana Vervuert, 
2009).  
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the Destruction of Peru (1777). These included Spanier in Peru by the German dramatist August 

von Kotzebue, Pizzaro (1799) by Richard Sheridan for the London stage, and the Italian opera 

Alonzo e Cora (1783) by Francesco Bianchi. Like Les Indes Galantes, these works featured a 

love between a Spaniard and an Inca woman that was threatened not only by volcanic eruptions, 

but by interpretations of natural disasters steeped in antiquated supernatural beliefs.  

Natural characteristics like earthquakes and volcanoes, phenomenon commonly 

associated with the American continents, were powerful images of the exotic associated with 

them. As we will see in the Haydn’s Seven Last Words, however, Europe’s relationship to 

earthquakes shifted dramatically after a pair of earthquakes in the middle of the century: the 

1746 Lima-Callao Earthquake and the Lisbon Earthquake of 1755. With earthquakes occurring 

in Europe’s own backyard, the “nature” of these seismic forces was understood through 

experiences of the religious sublime. 

 

Sacred Natures: Las Tres Horas and The Seven Last Words 
 
 Las tres horas (“the three hours”) appeared, spontaneously and out of nowhere, in Spain in 

the late-1750s. Practiced between noon and three o’clock on Good Friday, this paraliturgical 

devotion was structured around the seven last “words” (or phrases) Jesus spoke on the cross 

(Table 1.1). Priests alternated between lessons, prayers, and musical meditations that encouraged 

listeners to contemplate the moral significance of each phrase. An example of the sublime in 

religious practice, las tres horas made Christians reflect on their connection to God through three 

hours of physical discomfort, which mirrored the physical and emotional sacrifice of Jesus on the 

cross. The popularity of this devotion caught on like a wildfire, spreading to churches across 

Europe, both Catholic and Protestant, within only a few decades. By the end of the eighteenth-
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century, Pope Pius VI attended and assisted in the tradition at the Chiesa del Gesù (the Jesuit 

church) in Rome, and in 1789 he granted a plenary indulgence (a complete remission of all sins) 

to those who assisted in the service.83 As European churches adapted the practice for their own 

use, curiosity emerged over the origins of this popular practice. Reprintings and translations 

began to circulate of a Spanish manual, Devoción a las tres horas de la agonía de Cristo (Figure 

1.5) that described the devotion’s Peruvian roots while also making widely available the original 

instructions of its creator, the Peruvian Jesuit Alonso Messia Bedoya (1655-1732).84  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
83 Alonso Messia Bedoya, The Devotion to the Three Hours of the Agony of Jesus Christ Our Redeemer, as 
practiced every Year, on Good Friday in the Eighteenth to the Twenty-first hour, viz. from Twelve to Threeo’clock; 

with a Plenary Indulgence to all who assist there at in the above-mentioned church, granted by his Holiness Pius VI, 

anno, 1789 (London: Charles Dolman, 1850), vi-vii.  
 
84 Alonso Messia Bedoya, Devoción de las tres horas de la agonía de Christo Nuestro Redentor, y méthodo con que 
se practicaba en el Colegio Máximo de San Pablo de la Compañía de Jesús de Lima, extendida después a otras 

Provincias. Dispuesta por el P. Alonso Mesia de la extinguida Compañía de Jesus (Seville: Manuel Nicolás 
Vazquez, y Compañía, [1780]). Biblioteca Virtual Andalucía. Digital record number: 166299.  

Figure 1.5: Title page of Devoción de las tres horas 
de la agonía de Cristo Nuestro Redentor, y método 

con que se practicaba en el Colegio Máximo de San 

Pablo de la Compañía de Jesús de Lima y en toda la 

provincia del Perú (Seville: Manuel Nicolás 
Vazquez, y Compañía, 1780).  
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Table 1.1: Structure of Las Tres Horas 

 

 

 

 

Haydn’s Seven Last 
Words (1787 version) 

The Seven Last Words 
[Scripture; English and Spanish translations] 
 

Introduction  

Sonata 1: Largo 
 

Luke 23:24 
Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do. 
Padre perdónalos, porque no saben lo que hacen.  
 

Sonata 2: Grave e 
cantabile 
 

Luke 23:43 
Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in paradise. 
Hoy serás conmigo en el Paraiso. 

Sonata 3: Grave John 19:26-27 
Woman, behold your son. Son, behold your mother. 
Ved hay a tu hijo, ved hay a tu Madre.  
 

Sonata 4: Largo 
 

Mathew 27:46 & Mark 15:34 
My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? 
Dios mio, Dios mio; porque me desamparaste?  
 

Sonata 5: Adagio 
 

John 19:28 
I thirst. 
Sed tengo. 
 

Sonata 6: Lento 
 

John 19:30 
It is finished.  
Consumado está 
 

Sonata 7: Largo 
 

Luke 23:46 
Father, into thy hands I commit my spirit.  
Padre, en tus manos encomiendo mi espíritu. 

Il Terremoto: Presto e 
con tutta la forza 
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 Musicologists are vaguely familiar with the tradition of las tres horas through Joseph 

Haydn’s The Seven Last Words of Our Saviour on the Cross.85 A priest from New Spain, José 

Sáenz de Santamaría, the Marques de Valde-Íñigo, commissioned Haydn to write these musical 

meditations for the 1787 service of las tres horas at La Santa Cueva in Cádiz, Spain.86 Originally 

composed for small orchestra, this composition consists of seven “adagio sonatas” (a meditation 

for each word) bookended by an introduction and an earthquake finale.87 While this seismic 

representation is the hallmark moment of the piece, The Seven Last Words is included in this 

chapter for a different reason. This musical composition helps articulate a larger history for las 

tres horas, a devotion that was forged by and disseminated through several catastrophic 

earthquake events. Originating in Lima, las tres horas began as a religious response to a 1687 

earthquake, and I argue that, following the “Great” Lisbon Earthquake of 1755, the devotion was 

imported into Spain. As this section examines, the circulation and evolution of las tres horas 

shows the very direct impact of disaster on the creation and dissemination of knowledge and 

practice.  

 In Haydn historiography, The Seven Last Words lies in the magnificent shadows cast by 

other late-style works, most notably the Creation and the Seasons. Composed in the final years 

 
85 I refer to this work by its English title, but its original title is Musica Instrumentale sopra le sette ultime Parole del 
nostro Redentore in Croce ossiano sette sonate con una introduzione, ed al fine un Terremoto. The German title is 
Die sieben letzten Worte unseres Erlösers am Kreuze. The original instrumentation consists of two flutes, two oboes, 
two bassoons, two trumpets, four English horns, two timpani, and strings. 
 
86 There are several discrepancies surrounding the history of this commission. The most misconception is that it was 
written for the Cathedral of Cádiz. For corrections to the historical record, refer to Marcelino Díez Martínez, “‘Las 
siete palabras de Cristo en la cruz’ de Franz Joseph Haydn: Un caso paradigmático de mecenazgo musical de la 
nobleza,” Revista de Musicología, Vol. 26 No. 2 (diciembre 2003), 491-512; “Franz Joseph Haydn y Cádiz. El 
Encargo de Las Siete Palabras,” Música de Andalucía en la Red, N.o 1 (invierno 2011), http://mar.ugr.es. 
 
87 Although the piece was first written for small orchestra, Marcelino Díez Martínez argued that Haydn’s string 
quartet version was performed in the premier. Refer to Marcelino Díez Martínez, “‘Las siete palabras de Cristo en la 
cruz’ de Franz Joseph Haydn: Un caso paradigmático de mecenazgo musical de la nobleza,” Revista de 
Musicología, Vol. 26 No. 2 (diciembre 2003), 491-512.  
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of the century, music scholars consider these two famed oratorios to exemplify the very best of 

Enlightenment aesthetic ideals, even foreshadowing characteristics of Romantic expressionism. 

Meanwhile, The Seven Last Words holds an awkward place in Haydn’s oeuvre. As a string of 

“adagio sonatas,” its structure is highly unusual, and the work does not fit neatly into eighteenth-

century categories of genre and form. Some argue that in its original instrumental version, the 

work risks sounding monotonous, which may explain why Haydn scholars often choose to 

discuss The Seven Last Words in its oratorio form.88 This vocal version was fashioned in 1796 by 

Baron Gottfried van Swieten out of an existing choral adaptation by the Austrian composer 

Joseph Friebert.89 van Sweiten also altered the text to include passages from Karl Wilhelm 

Ramler’s popular libretto, Der Tod Jesu.90 This sparked the beginning of the famed collaboration 

between van Swieten and Haydn that eventually resulted in the Creation and the Seasons.91 

Therefore it is no surprise that scholarship on The Seven Last Words has contextualized this 

 
88 Karl Geiringer and Irene Geiringer, Haydn: A Creative Life in Music, 3rd ed. (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1982), 270. James Webster, “The Sublime and the Pastoral in The Creation and The Seasons,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Haydn, ed. Caryl Clark (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 150-163. 
 
89 Geiringer and Geiringer, Haydn A Creative Life in Music, 305. The oratorio version was adapted for the Viennese 
Tonkünstlersocietät, which commonly hosted private performances of oratorios in Vienna. Scholarship has focused 
on the autograph copy of the oratorio version housed at the National Library in Budapest. The oratorio version 
added an interlude between the fourth and fifth sonata, a movement with all winds that begins with a series of 
intense dissonance. A significant feature of the oratorio version is the “simple recitation” of the spoken word by the 
chorus prior to each movement. The Geiringers have argued that the words were also sung by a baritone voice prior 
to each instrumental movement of the string quartet version. These recitatives were cut in the printed version “in 
order to avoid the employment of a singer in an otherwise purely instrumental composition.” The first violin part, 
however, retains each word printed in Latin at the beginning of each movement. Geiringer and Geiringer, Haydn: A 
Creative Life in Music, 270. 
 
90 Der Tod Jesu already had two popular settings by Carl Heinrich Graun (1755) and Georg Philipp Telemann 
(TMV 5:6, 1755). 
 
91 I will add that one of the most well-known stories about The Seven Last Words is that Haydn received his 
honorarium in the form of a chocolate cake. As Haydn tells it, he was not too amused by this, but angrily cutting into 
the cake, he gleefully discovered his payment in gold coins concealed inside. This amusing story of the cake and the 
work’s rumored Peruvian connections have made The Seven Last Words one of Haydn’s most well-known musical 
curiosities. 
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piece mainly within the German oratorio tradition.92   

 Although the Peruvian connections of this work are not unknown to Haydn scholars, few 

have traced its transatlantic connections. On the one hand, the focus on the work in its oratorio 

version reflects the Eurocentric tendencies of our field, that until recently, have dominated our 

understanding of eighteenth-century music, musical practices, and genres. On the other hand, 

attempts to construct a transatlantic history of this composition make us painfully aware of the 

limitations of the colonial archive, which by its very nature is silent, and which in the context of 

a place like Peru, is often severely depleted through the material loss caused by disasters, both 

natural and human. When it comes to documentation on las tres horas, our sources are limited to 

European musical settings, European manuals detailing its supposedly original Peruvian 

structure, and a few tantalizing excerpts from Alonso Messia’s vida published in Lima.93 Despite 

a lack of source materials, Haydn’s Seven Last Words (in its original instrumental form) provides 

an opportunity for musicologists to historicize European musical traditions within a larger-global 

framework that accounts not only for a transatlantic network of ideas and practices, but an 

opportunity to study the colonial influences behind what have long been considered masterpieces 

of the Western music canon.  

 I approach las tres horas through the circulation of earthquake-related literature and 

musical practices forged in the aftermath of disaster. Specifically, I focus on several reprintings 

 
92 Richard Will considers this piece within the context of mid-eighteenth-century pastoral symphonies, under the 
rubric of “enlightened Christianity,” and rhetorical frameworks for “sonata.” Richard Will, “Preaching without 
words: Reform Catholicism versus divine mystery in Haydn’s Seven Last Words,” The Characteristic Symphony in 
the Age of Haydn and Beethoven (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 83-128. Jonathan Daniels 
Drury’s dissertation lays out the differences between the work’s versions and contextualizes the practice of the 
Seven Last Words within Enlightenment philosophy. Jonathan Daniels Drury, “Haydn’s Seven Last Words: An 
Historical and Critical Study,” (PhD diss., University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1975).  
 
93 Juan Joseph de Salazar, Vida del V.P. Alonso Messia de la Compañía de Jesus, fervoroso Missionero, y Director 
de Almas en la Ciudad de Lima (Lima: Imprenta nueva de la Calle de S. Marcelo, 1733). Universidad Complutense 
de Madrid, accessed through HathiTrust Digital Library, digital record number: 009314797.  
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of Devoción a las tres horas, the Spanish manual that first appeared in Spain in the 1750s, which 

claimed to contain the original instructions of Alonso Messia Bedoya. Through changes in 

republications of the manual’s preface and printed verses, I trace the adaptation of this Peruvian 

devotion to European musical, religious, and aesthetic tastes.   

 In a 1763 reprinting of Devoción a las tres horas, the dedication referenced the influence 

of this devotion on Spanish religious practices. Written by Juan Garcia, a priest of the Cathedral 

of Cartagena (Murcia, Spain), the dedication stated, “it seems to me that the silver, gold, and 

other preciosidades, which come from the Indies to Spain, are not comparable in the value that 

this Devotion has had in the enrichment of Spain by the Indies.”94 This suggests that the allure of 

this religious devotion laid not only in the genius of its structure, but also in the imaginations 

surrounding its creation. That such a desirable product could be invented, not in Europe, but in a 

remote corner of the world added to its mysticism. Like many of the other preciosidades 

extracted from the South American continent, the Spanish manual described the devotion’s 

growth as organic, as a semilla (seed) that sprouted in a small group in Lima. Then it grew into 

other Jesuit churches in Peru and on to the Provinces of Chile, Quito, Cartagena, Panama, and 

Mexico, before arriving in Europe.95  

 To reinforce the exceptional quality of this New World import, Spanish manuals included a 

preface on the distinguished life and career of its creator, Alonso Messia Bedoya. These prefaces 

 
94 “…me parece, que la plata, oro, y demás preciosidades, que vienen de Indias a España, no son comparables en su 
valor, con el de esta Devoción, con que a España han enriquecido las Indias.” Alonso Messia Bedoya, Devoción de 
las tres horas de la agonía de Nuestro Redemptor Jesu-Christo. Modo practico de contemplar las siete palabras, 

que su Magestad habló, pendiente del Santo Arbol de la Cruz. Dispuesto por el P. Alonso Messia de la Compañía 

de Jesús (Murcia: En la imprenta para el uso de la Provincia de Cartagena de la Regular Observancia de N.S.O. San 
Francisco, 1763). Universidad Complutense de Madrid, accessed through Hathitrust Digital Library, digital record 
number: 009343608. 
 
95 Messia Bedoya, “Prologo,” in Devoción de las tres horas de la agonía de Nuestro Redemptor Jesu-Christo 
(Murcia, 1763).  
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spun a narrative of a Peruvian-born priest that was pious but with a noble heritage. Born in 

Paracaos (south of Lima), Messia received his doctorate in theology from the Universidad 

Nacional Mayor de San Marcos. He taught at the Colegio Jesuita del Cuzco, where he also 

learned Quechua. In 1708, he founded the Monasterio de Santa Rosa de Lima, named after the 

first saint from Spanish America. Returning to Lima, he became the confessor for the Viceroy of 

Peru, the Marqués del Castelfuerte, which attested to his social standing in the colonial capital. 

When he was named Provincial de Quito, the story goes he was so beloved by his congregants 

they prevented him from leaving. These life details assured European practitioners that the las 

tres horas had humble but distinguished roots, which contributed to what seemed like the 

devotion’s inherent power to move the hearts of its European audiences.  

Details on Messia’s life and career were likely drawn from a vida written by the Peruvian 

Jesuit Juan Joseph de Salazar and published in Lima in 1733. In equating the quality of this 

devotion with the exceptional character of its creator, Spanish manuals were drawing on a 

similar narrative of las tres horas found in Messia’s vida. Throughout this vida, las tres horas 

was associated with the pains of Messia’s body—sometimes self-imposed through fasting and 

other times those associated with illness and old age—bringing attention to his extraordinary 

physical sacrifices: 

For many years, on Good Friday he doubled the weight of these sufferings over an empty 
stomach. Until well into his old age, he did not eat breakfast before conducting the 
devoted ministry of las tres horas de la agonía on Good Fridays in the Colegio San 
Pablo. After three continuous hours of pain and the job of alternating religious 
functions—from tender colloquiums, spiritual lessons, meditations, blows to the chest, 
slaps, animating his audience—it was close to four in the afternoon, when he ate 
breakfast with all moderation in the quality and quantity of food…96 

 
96 “Por muchos años, los Viernes Santos se dobló el peso de estas fatigas sobre estomago mas ligero. Hasta mucha 
parte de la vejez, no se desayunó antes de hacer el devote ministerio de las tres horas de la agonía los Viernes Santos 
en el Colegio de S. Pablo. Después de tres horas de un continuo penar, con el trabajo de alternadas funciones, de 
tiernos coloquios, licion Espiritual, meditación, golpes de pechos, bofetadas, avivando a su Auditorio, ya cerca de 
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In this Peruvian account, Messia’s physical discomforts were connected with the sufferings of 

Jesus on the cross, reflecting how during Holy Week, the connection between Catholics and God 

was intensely physical. This is best exemplified through Ibero-American processions for Semana 

Santa, which take an intensely physical toll on the people who both carry the religious statue and 

those who devoutly follow its long processional route. This is also broadly reflected in Passion 

music, which encouraged listeners to reflect on the tremors and spasms endured by Jesus on the 

cross, invoking similar sympathetic tremors in the bodies and souls of parishioners. These bodily 

tremors were a spiritual representation of the real earthquake said to have marked the death of 

Christ. Messia, in modeling his own physical discomfort, reminded congregants that religious 

sublimity should be a profoundly physical experience. 

European manuals for las tres horas lay out a highly detailed outline of the practice, 

complete with written out lessons, prayers, and musical verses. Although these manuals claim to 

be the original instructions of Messia, a Spanish American source has not yet been identified. At 

the time of this chapter, Messia’s vida is the only Peruvian source that can shed any insight into 

the devotion’s original structure. The following passage describes the alternation between 

different activities, which is the most defining characteristic of las tres horas:  

After having secured many victories with the annual missions, he brought out another 
powerful weapon for rendering affections, instituting in the Colegio de San Pablo the 
tender devotion of las tres horas de las agonías del Señor Crucificado. The sorrowful 
offering, the fervent preacher, the hours varied with lesson, meditation, and passionate 
colloquiums on the suffering of the agonizing Christ, [all] strove to move the hardest 
hearts. This has then continued on in various houses and colleges of the Province, the 
solemnity of sorrow on Good Fridays joining the entire harmonious ritual designed by the 

 
las cuatro de la tarde, se desayunaba con toda moderación en la calidad, y cantidad del alimento…” Salazar, Vida 
del V.P. Alonso Messia de la Compañía de Jesús, 98v-99r.  
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venerable father and read are the affectuosissimas meditations that he composed to stir 
very devote affections.97 
 

While this passage generally supports the structure laid out in the Spanish manuals, the 

instructions provided in the European manuals are extremely detailed. Therefore, the lack of a 

Peruvian publication authenticating these instructions raises an important question: how much 

should we trust the claims of authenticity in these European sources? For the purposes of this 

chapter, however, I will continue to refer to the instructions laid out in the Spanish manuals as 

Messia’s original instructions. While there may be doubts over the authorship of these 

instructions, the imagination of Messia as the devotion’s creator was central to the eighteenth-

century reception of las tres horas. 

 The origins of las tres horas is deeply embedded in Peru’s early history of earthquakes. 

The direct connections between the two were first proposed in an 1899 article published in The 

Month: A Catholic Magazine.98 The author, Herbert Thurston, traced the history of a “tiny little 

booklet in English” printed in 1806—most likely a translation of the manuals printed in Spain. 

Although Thurston admitted that he was unable to access Messia’s vida, he drew on secondary 

sources to argue that the Peruvian priest created this devotion in the aftermath of the devastating 

1687 Lima Earthquake.99 His argument is supported by Messia’s vida, which contains an 

 
97 “Después de tener ya aseguradas muchas victorias en las Misiones anuales, sacó al campo otra arma ponderosa 
para rendir afectos, instituyendo en el Colegio de S. Pablo la tierna devoción de las tres horas de las agonías del 
Señor Crucificado. El concurso doliente, el Predicador fervoroso, las horas variamente ocupadas con lección, 
meditación, y ardiente coloquios, de los desmayos de Cristo agonizante, hacían alientos para rendir los mas duros 
corazones. Han seguido después en varias Casas y Colegios de la Provincia, esta solemnidad de dolor en los Viernes 
Santos ajustándose a todo el rito harmonioso, que trazó el V. Padre, y se leen trasladas las meditaciones 
afectuosísimas que compuso para mover sentimientos muy devotos.” Salazar, Vida del V.P. Alonso Messia de la 
Compañía de Jesús, 45r. 
 
98 Herbert Thurston, “The Devotion of the ‘Three Hours,’” The Month: A Catholic Magazine (March 1899), 249-
262.  
 
99 Thurston drew on two secondary sources: Manuel de Ordiozola, ed., Terremotos: Colección de los Relaciones de 
los mas notables que ha sufrido esta capital y que la han arruinado (Lima: Aurelia Alfaro, 1863); Manuel de 
Mendiburu, Diccionario Histórico-Biográfico del Perú, Vol. 1(Lima: J.F. Solis, 1874-90). 
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exhaustive account of this earthquake, including a chapter on Messia’s role in reestablishing the 

divine offices and other religious practices.100 From this Peruvian source, it appears that las tres 

horas was one of several different sermons, devotions, and processions to come out of the 

earthquake’s ruinous aftermath.101 Unlike these other practices, however, las tres horas did not 

fall out of practice. There is evidence that Messia’s devotion was still in use in Lima in 1747, 

when it was observed on the semicentennial of the 1687 earthquake, which was also one year 

after the catastrophic Lima-Callao Earthquake.102 

 While the devotion’s seismic origins can be traced to Peruvian sources, the conditions 

under which las tres horas arrived in Spain are less clear. I propose that the Peruvian devotion 

arrived in Europe immediately after the “Great” Lisbon Earthquake of 1755, a tripartite disaster 

that destroyed the Portuguese capital on the morning of All Saint’s Day (see Chapter 2), and 

severely damaged several Spanish towns. Unaware of their own seismic potential, Spanish royal 

and ecclesiastical officials, who like much of Europe were severely traumatized by this unusual 

earthquake, attempted to make sense of the instability of their own ground by drawing on the 

expertise of Peruvian scholars. This contributed to literary exchanges on materials related to 

earthquakes, specifically writings related to the natural causes of earthquakes as well as protocols 

 
100 Salazar, “Libro II, Cap. I: Espantosos Temblores del año de 1967 [sic].  Y trabajos del P. Alonso para socorrer a 
los Ciudadanos de Lima en su tribulación,” in Vida del V.P. Alonso Messia de la Compañía de Jesús, 11r-30r.  
 
101 Salazar, Vida del V.P. Alonso Messia de la Compañía de Jesús, 22v. 
 
102 Fifty years after the devotion’s creation, a passage from Observación Diaria: Critico—Historico—Meterologica 
(1748) seems to attest to its continued practice in Lima. In an entry for October 20, 1747 (the semicentennial of the 
1687 earthquake), among a description of the day’s sermons, processions, and other religious activities is a reference 
to a Good Friday devotion observed at the Colegio de San Pablo, likely las tres horas. Refer to José Eusebio de 
Llano y Zapata, “Observación Diaria: Critico-Histórico-Meteorológica,” in Terremotos: Colección de los Relaciones 
de los mas notables que ha sufrido esta capital y que la han arruinado, ed. Manuel de Ordiozola (Lima: Aurelia 
Alfaro, 1863), 126. 
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for rebuilding.103 There is a strong possibility that it was in this exchange that Spanish churches 

became acquainted with the Peruvian tradition of las tres horas. Furthermore, it seems the 

devotion first appeared in Cádiz, a town on the Spanish coast that was severely affected by the 

Lisbon earthquake. Appealing to Spanish Catholic sensibilities, Cádiz may have adopted the 

Peruvian devotion as a way to commemorate their own seismic encounter. 

Regardless of how it arrived in Spain, it seems that that the published manual, Devoción 

a las tres horas, first circulated as a corrective to problems in the European expression of this 

devotion. Like a neglected garden, the rapid dissemination of las tres horas led to such variation 

in its structure that, according to the first Spanish manuals, the devotion seemed almost 

unrecognizable from its Peruvian form. It had grown muy pesado (too heavy or too slow) when 

Messia’s version was said to have been suavissimo (very gentle, or only moderately slow). 

Although the terms pesado and suavissimo may refer to the demeanor of the priest’s delivery, it 

seems more likely that they refer to the way audiences perceived the passing of the three hours. 

Even by early modern standards, a three-hour service was long, and it seems las tres horas had 

become unnecessarily tedious. The first Spanish texts were published precisely to help 

practitioners attain the suavissimo feeling of Messia’s original devotion, which he accomplished 

through the steady alternation between prayers, lessons, and, most importantly, musical 

mediations.104  

 
103 Examples are the works of French astronomer Louis Godin (1704-1760) and the Peruvian academic José Eusebio 
de Llano y Zapata. Both individuals witnessed the Lima-Callao Earthquake of 1746. The Spanish king Fernando VI 
called on their expertise following the Lisbon Earthquake of 1755. Refer to Llano y Zapata, Respuesta dada al Rey 
nuestro señor D. Fernando el Sexto, sobre una pregunta que SM hizo a un Matemático y experimentado en las 

tierras de Lima, sobre el Terremoto acaecido en el día primero de noviembre de 1755 (Seville: López de Haro, 
1756). 
 
104 Messia Bedoya, “Prologo,” in Devoción de las tres horas de la agonía de Nuestro Redemptor Jesu-Christo 
(Murcia, 1763), [10].  
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Although the printed instructions are quite long, the structure of the devotion is relatively 

straightforward.105 They state that the service should take place before an image of the crucified 

Christ, lit in such a way that its very sight should inspire respect and veneration. After setting the 

scene, the priest was instructed to begin with a brief razonamiento, or a lecture on the purpose of 

observing these three hours. This was followed by the recitation of a brief sermon, fully written 

out in the manual. After this, the congregation would kneel and meditate on the meaning of the 

sermon, while a brief lamentation was sung. Then the first “word” would be recited with pausa, 

afecto, y voz tierna (pause, feeling, and tender voice), followed by a lesson that expanded on the 

significance of this particular phrase.106 Then once again, the congregation would kneel in 

meditation listening to another sung lamentation. The section for the first word concluded with 

several prayers that could be repeated as the practitioner saw fit. Then this structure would be 

repeated with each of the next six “words.” 

At first glance, Messia’s instructions—with written out sermons and pre-selected prayers 

for each of the seven words—may appear severely prescriptive. However, it seems the 

practicioner was free to make adjustments and introduce his own lessons, prayers, and 

meditations, so long as the order of the phrases was preserved. Most importantly, the priest was 

to adhere strictly to the limit of three hours, so that “the recital of it must be performed slower or 

 
105 This section on structure draws from the earlier mentioned Murcia publication. Apart from the preface, this copy 
is very similar to a version printed in Cadiz, and the instructions are exactly the same. The Cadiz copy I consulted is 
not dated; however, it is possibly much later than the Murcia version. It is a reprint by a D. Manuel Ximenez 
Carreño. Other works by this publisher date to the 1790s and later. This may be a reprint of an earlier dated copy 
held by the Universidad de Sevilla. Unfortunately, I was not able to consult this copy for this chapter. However, I do 
not expect there to be major variations in their structure and content, though there may be differences in their 
prefaces. For this chapter, I also consulted versions published in Seville, Malaga, and Zaragoza. These all have the 
same structure and texts for the devotion.  
 
106 Messia Bedoya, “Prologo,” in Devoción de las tres horas de la agonía de Nuestro Redemptor Jesu-Christo 
(Murcia, 1763), [14]. 
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faster in proportion to the measure of the time that remains.”107 The devotion’s ending was 

scripted as follows: 

On the dial-hand’s approaching the point of Three, all kneel down, whilst the choir, with a 
tender voice, sings the Credo, measured in such a manner, that when the clock strikes they 
sing, Crucifixus et mortuus est; at which words the priest rises, and with a loud and 
compassionate voice exclaims, Jesus Christ is dead!—our Redeemer has expired!—our 
Father has ceased to live!—Then with great affection he pronounces an exhortation to 
tears of compassion, of tenderness, and of sorrow for sin; addressing himself, alternately, 
to Jesus Christ, to His most Holy Mother of Dolours, to sinners, etc., when all finishes with 
a fervent Act of Contrition.108  
 

The slowing and speeding up of the devotion allowed for flexibility and, presumably, variation 

from year to year. The manual facilitated this flexibility by including supplemental lessons and 

readings on “the five holy wounds of Christ” for those priests who had difficulty filling the 

allotted three hours.  

Apart from suggesting the singing of a lamentation after each word, Messia’s instructions 

do not provide much musical direction. Spanish prefaces to the printed manual, however, 

interpreted and expanded on the original instructions, providing recommendations on musical 

choices. During musical meditations, the preface to the 1763 Murcia edition stated that the choir, 

accompanied by suave (soft) instruments, should sing verses taken from Passion scripture.109 

Many Spanish manuals contained an appendix with examples of musical verses, which are likely 

not Peruvian in origin. Moreover, these Spanish verses are different from those included in later 

Italian and English translations of the manual (see Table 1.2) 

 
 

107 Herbert Thurston, Lent and Holy Week: Chapters on Catholic Observance and Ritual (London: Longmans, 
Green and Co., 1904), 379.  
 
108 Here I use the English translation cited by Herbert Thurston in Lent and Holy Week, 380.  
 
109 The meaning of suave here is not completely clear. Suave may refer to soft, slow, tranquil, smooth, gentle. 
Messia, “Prologo,” in Devoción de las tres horas de la agonía de Nuestro Redemptor Jesu-Christo (Murcia, 1763), 
[14]. 
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Table 1.2: Sung verses for the meditation of the seven words in las tres horas 
 Spanish: Murcia, 1763110  Italian: Naples, 1826111 English, London, 1850112 
Invitation Al Calvario, Almas, llegad, 

Que nuestro dulce Jesús, 
Desde el Ara de la Cruz 
Hoy a todo quiere hablar. 

Già trafitto in duro legno 
    Dall’ indegno popol rio,  
    La grand’ alma un uomo Dio 
    Va sul Golgota a spirar. 
Voi, che a lui fedeli siete, 
    Non perdete, oh Dio! i momenti, 
    Di Gesù gli ultimi accenti 
    Deh venite ad ascoltar. 

Already pierced on an 
adamantine wood, by a 
worthless and guilty 
people, the Man-God is 
about to expire on Calvary. 
O you, his faithful people 
delay not a moment, but 
come and attend to the last 
words of Jesus.  

Sung 
after first 
word 

Pues que fui vuestro enemigo, 
Mi Jesús, como confieso 
Rogad por mi, que con eso 
Seguro el perdón consigo, 
Cuando loco te ofendí, 
No supe lo que me hacia; 
Buen Jesús del alma mía,  
Rogad al Padre por mi.  

Di mille colpe reo,  
     Lo so, Signore, io sono, 
     Non merito perdono,  
     Né più il potrei sperar. 
Ma senti quella voce, 
      Che per me prega, e poi 
>> Lascia Signor se puoi, 
>> Lascia di perdonar. 

I know I am guilty of 
innumerable sins—I know 
it—and that I do not 
deserve pardon; but I hear 
a voice praying for me!—
refuse, O Lord, refuse if 
thou canst my pardon, 
considering him who asks 
it for me.  

Sung 
after the 
second 
word 

Reverente el buen Ladrón 
Imploró vuestras piedades, 
Yo también de mis maldades 
Os pido, Señor, perdón. 
Si al Ladrón arrepentido 
Dais lugar allá en el Cielo, 
Ya yo también sin recelo 
La Gloria, mi Dueño, os pido. 

Quando morte coll’ orrido artiglio 
    La mia vita a predare ne venga 
    Deh Signor! Ti sovvenga di me. 
Tu m’ assisti nel fiero periglio; 
    E deposta la squallida alma, 
    Venga l’alma a regnare con Te.   

When death, with his 
horrible dart, comes to rob 
me of my life, remember 
me, O Lord—come to my 
assistance at that awful 
moment; and grant, that 
when my soul quits my 
body, it may take its flight 
to reign with thee.  

Sung 
after the 
third 
word 

Jesús en su Testamento 
A la Virgen hoy nos da: 
O María! Quién podrá 
Explicar tu sentimiento! 
Hijo vuestro quiero der. 
Sed Vos mi Madre, Señora, 
Que os prometo desde ahora  
Finamente obedecer. 

Volgi, deh! volgi 
   A me il tuo ciglio 
   Madre pietosa, 
   Poiché amorosa 
   Me qual tuo figlio 
   Devi guardar. 
Di tanto onore 
   Degno mi rendi: 
   Del santo amore 
   Tu il cor m’accendi. 
Né un solo istante 
   Fréddo, incostante 
   Ah mai non fia!  
   Gesù, e Maria 
   Lasci io d’amar. 

Turn—O turn thine eyes, 
full of pity and love, 
towards me thy child, 
committed to thy care. 
Render me worthy of such 
an honour. Inflame my 
heart with so ardent a love, 
that it may never become 
cold or inconstant. Jesus 
my Brother! O Mary, my 
mother! May I never cease 
to love you. 

 
110 Messia Bedoya, Devoción de las tres horas de la agonía de Nuestro Redemptor Jesu-Christo (Murcia, 1763). 
 
111 Alonso Messia Bedoya, Divozione Alle Tre Ore Dell’Agonia de Gesù Cristo nostro redentore, composta in Lima 
del Peru dal P. Alfonso Messia (Napoli: Dalla Stamperia Reale, 1826). Biblioteca Nazionale di Napoli. Digital ID: 
590967.  
 
112 Alonso Messia Bedoya, The Devotion to the Three Hours of the Agony of Jesus Christ Our Redeemer, as 
practiced every Year, on Good Friday in the Eighteenth to the Twenty-first hour, viz. from Twelve to Three o’clock; 

with a Plenary Indulgence to all who assist there at in the above-mentioned church, granted by his Holiness Pius VI, 

anno, 1789 (London: Charles Dolman, 1850). 
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Table 1.2 (Continued) 
Sung 
after the 
fourth 
word 

Desamparado se ve 
De su Padre el Hijo amado: 
Ha! Maldito mi pecado, 
Que de esto la cuausa fue. 
Quien quisiere consolar 
A Jesus en su dolor, 
Diga de versa: Señor,  
Me pesa, no mas pecar.  

Dunque dal Padre ancor 
   Abbandonato sei? 
   Ridotto t’ha l’amor 
   A questo, o buon Gesù? 
Ed io co’falli miei 
   Per misero gioir 
   Potrotti abbandonar? 
   Piuttosto, oh Dio! morir, 
   Non più, non più peccar, 
   Non più peccar, non più. 

Art thou then abandoned by 
thy Father?—Hast thy love 
for us reduced thee to this 
state?—Shall I then, I good 
Jesus, for a miserable 
pleasure abandon thee? 
Rather let me die than ever 
offend thee more. 

Sung 
after the 
fifth 
word 

Sed, dice Christo, que tiene; 
Mas si quieres mitigar 
La sed, que le llega a ahogar, 
Darle lagrimas conviene.  
La hiel, que brinda un Ministro, 
Si la gusta, no la bebe: 
Como quieres tu, que pruebe 
La hiel de tu culpa Cristo? 

Qual giglio candido 
    Allorché il Cielo 
    Nemieo negagli 
    Il fresco umor, 
    Il capo languido 
    Sul verde stelo 
    Nel raffia fervido 
    Posa talor: 
 
Fra mille spasimi 
    Tal pure esangue 
    Di sete lagnasi 
    Il mio Signor. 
    Ov’è quel barbaro, 
    Che mentre ei langue, 
    Il refrigerio 
    Di poche lagrime 
    Gli nieghi ancor? 

As the lily loses its 
whiteness, and droops its 
languishing head on its green 
stalk in the ardent rays of the 
sun, when the heavens refuse 
to revive it with their 
refreshing waters; so, under a 
thousand agonies and 
torments, our Lord bending 
down his blessed head and 
complains of thirst. O where 
is the barbarian who would 
refuse him the refreshment of 
the tears which he asks for? 

Sung 
after the 
sixth 
word 

Con voz quebrada tu Dios 
Habla ya mui desmayado, 
Y dice, que el pecado 
La Redempcion consumó, 
Ya Jesús se ve espirar; 
Ya Jesús se ve morir: 
Quien, pues, no llega a rendir 
La vida con el pesar? 

L’alta impresa è già compita, 
    E Gesù con braccio forte 
    Negli abissi la ria morte 
    Vincitor precipitò. 
 
Chi alle colpe omai ritorna, 
    Della morte brama il regno,  
    E di quella vita è indegno,  
   Che Gesù ci ridonò 

The great work is 
accomplished. Jesus with a 
powerful and victorious arm 
has precipitated death into 
the abyss. He who returns to 
sin braves the power of 
death, and is unworthy of that 
life to which Jesus has 
restored him.  

Sung 
after 
seventh 
word 

A su Eterno Padre ya 
Su Espíritu le encomienda: 
Si tu vida no se enmienda, 
En que manos parará? 
En las tuyas desde ahora, 
Mi Alma entrego, Jesús mío; 
No me mires con desvío 
En aquella fatal hora.  

Gesù mori…..Ricopresi 
    Di nero ammanto il cielo,  
    I duri sassi spezzansi,  
    Si squarcia il sacro velo; 
    E l’Universo attonito 
    Compiange il suo Signor. 
Gesù mori…..Insensible 
    In mezzo a tanto duolo,  
    Più de’ macigni stupido 
    Restar può l’uomo solo,  
    Che co’ suoi falli origine 
    Fu del comun dolore? 

The heavens cover 
themselves with thick 
darkness, the rocks shiver to 
pieces, the sacred veil of the 
Temple is rent asunder. The 
universe is convulsed; and all 
nature in a state of gloomy 
confusion, puts on mourning 
for the death of its Creator. 
Man, in the midst of this 
general consternation, man, 
who by his sins has 
occasioned his universal 
grief, remains alone more 
insensible than the flint of the 
adamant.  
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Table 1.2 (Continued) 
Finale Entonar El Et mortuus est del 

Credo 
 
Ya murió mi Redemptor, 
Ya murió mi Padre amado, 
Ya murió en la Cruz clavado 
Mi Dios, mi Padre mi Amor. 
Ay! Ay! Ay! Triste de mi! 
Ay! Ay! Ay! Triste de mi! 
Rómpete de compasión,  
Que Jesús murió por ti. 

Mentre si bacia il legno della 
Croce, si reciti sotto voce il 
Miserere. 

Credo is sung; choir sings 
crucifixus et mortuus est. 

 

 The most well-known setting for las tres horas, Haydn’s original setting for The Seven 

Last Words, does not incorporate any verses.113 Instead Haydn’s composition is purely 

instrumental, though there is reason to believe that a singer may have recited each “word” prior 

to the performance of each movement.114 This makes his instrumental setting a major departure 

from the original intention of music in the devotion. While Haydn’s composition is the one most 

closely associated with las tres horas, there is a second surviving musical setting that is more 

representative of the way this devotion was practiced in its first decades in Spain: Francisco 

Xavier García Fajer’s (c.1730-1809) Siete Palabras de Cristo en la Cruz.115 Fajer sets the 

Spanish verses provided in Table 1.2 for two violins, viola, basso continuo, and two tiple 

 
113 Las tres horas is specifically a Peruvian devotion, however, the practice of commemorating the last three hours 
of Jesus’ life and his last seven words has a long tradition. Musical settings of the ultima septem verba can be found 
as early as the 1500s. Notable early modern settings included works by Rolando de Lassus, Heinrich Schütz, 
Augustin Pfleger, Giovanni Battista Pergolesi, and Christoph Graupner.113 The European tradition of setting the final 
seven words to music extended into the nineteenth century with compositions by Charles Gounod, César Franck, 
and Theodore Dubois. These settings do not have an explicit connection to las tres horas. For more on early modern 
settings, refer to Jonathan Daniels Drury, “Haydn’s Seven Last Words: An Historical and Critical Study,” (PhD 
diss., University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1975); Robert Ignatius Letellier, The Bible in Music (Newcastle 
upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2017). For a comparative study of Gounod, Franck, and Dubois, refer 
to Vaughn Roste, “The seven last words of Christ: a comparison of three French romantic musical settings by 
Gounod, Franck, and Dubois.” (DMA diss, Louisiana State University and Agricultural and Mechanical College, 
2013). 
 
114 Geiringer and Geiringer, Haydn: A Creative Life in Music, 270. 
 
115 A critical edition is available: Francisco Xavier García Fajer, Siete Palabras de Cristo en la Cruz, ed. José 
Vicente González Valle (Barcelona: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, Institución “Milà i Fontanals,” 
2000). 



 

 62 

(soprano) voices. Resembling a series of operatic arias, Fajer’s music evokes a remarkably 

different experience of the three hours of agony than the one portrayed by Haydn’s setting.  

 José Vicente González Valle’s critical edition of Fajer’s Siete Palabras de Cristo en la 

Cruz does not provide an exact date of composition for Fajer’s setting, although it was likely 

composed after 1756, when Fajer was appointed as maestro de capilla at the Catedral la Seo in 

Zaragoza, Spain. In his discussion of the stylistic characteristics of this piece, González Valle 

compared Fajer’s music to excerpts from J.S Bach’s St John’s Passion and Beethoven’s Sonata 

No. 32, Op. 110. I would like to propose, however, that Fajer’s work was contemporaneous to 

Haydn’s composition, with a strong possibility Fajer’s is the earlier version. There are several 

notable differences between Fajer’s and Haydn’s musical settings, the most noteworthy being the 

earthquake finale of Haydn’s version, not included in Fajer’s setting. There is, however, 

evidence of an earlier earthquake setting by a second Spanish composer, Guillermo Ferrer. 

Although Ferrer’s music is lost, there is a surviving description of his setting. Exploring these 

three musical settings of las tres horas, we can see and hear that several significant changes 

occurred in the European practice of this devotion in the 1780s, changes that heightened the 

theatricality of the ritual.  

 Two notable publications emerged in the 1780s that capture these musical and theatrical 

changes: a short article on las tres horas published in a Madrid journal in 1786 and a copy of the 

devotion’s manual printed in Zaragoza in 1788. Writing on the history of las tres horas, the 

article’s author was covering a period of revitalization for the devotion. 116 Importantly, he noted 

that las tres horas was on the verge of being forgotten, when the Duque de Híjar, Pedro de 

 
116 “Noticia del origen, progresos, y antigüedad del Santo Ejercicio de las tres Horas, en la América, y España; y del 
ceremonial con que se celebra en esta Corte,” in Memorial Literario, Instructivo y Curioso de la Corte de Madrid, 
Tomo VII (Madrid: En la Imprenta Real, 1786), 442-447. 
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Alcántara Fernández de Híjar y Abarca de Bolea, rescued it and made changes to its musical 

elements. Three years earlier, the duke had come to the conclusion that existing music for las 

tres horas did not match the gravitas of the devotion. He commissioned Guillermo Ferrer, the 

organist at the Real Capilla de las Señoras Descalzas Reales in Madrid to compose new 

“adagios.”117 The mention of these adagios in this account is notable, as Haydn similarly 

described his own setting as a series of “adagios,” which may suggest that Ferrer’s musical 

choices served as the conceptual model for the instructions Haydn received for the 

commission.118 

 The article notes several theatrical additions that most certainly heightened the mysticism 

of the practice. Along with changes in music, the visual aspects and physical space where the 

devotion took place were also revamped. A few notable excerpts are quoted here: 

On Good Friday, after the conclusion of the divine offices, placed on the high alter 
beneath a black baldachin is an exquisite life size image of Nuestro Señor Jesu Cristo en 
la Agonía, with two candles on the sides; all the windows and skylights of the Temple are 
covered with black cloths, so that there remains no light other than the two candles of the 
image and a lantern on the pulpit of the priest conducting the exercise…For utmost 
modest, the church is divided, leaving a row of side altars and the transept for the women, 
and the other row and the remaining space of the temple for the men; and for protection, a 
battalion of soldiers [Compañia de Granaderos] are distributed in the entrances to the 
monastery and temple…finally, finishing the seventh word, the priest rereads a discourse 
to make more tender what happened when our Divine Majesty expired, and it concludes 
with the musical playing of another even sadder adagio, imitating the earthquake that 
followed the expired Jesus. It ends two minutes before 3 o’clock…119 

 
117 “Noticia del origen, progresos, y antigüedad del Santo Ejercicio de las tres Horas,” 444. 
 
118 The 1801 Breitkopf & Härtel publication of the string quartet version of The Seven Last Words includes 
commentary by Haydn on the commission.  
 
119 “El Viernes Santo, después de concluidos los Divinos Oficios, se coloca en el Altar Mayor, bajo de dosel negro, 
una primorosa Imagen de nuestro Señor Jesu-Christo en la Agonía, de tamaño natural, con dos cirios a los lados; 
todas las ventanas, y claraboyas del Templo se cubren con bayetas Negras, de modo, que no queda en todo el mas 
luz que la de los dos cirios de la Imagen, y una linterna que tiene en el púlpito el Religioso que dirige el 
ejercicio…Para el mayor recato se divide la Iglesia, quedando una fila de capillas, y el crucero de ella para las 
señoras mujeres, y la otra fila, y lo restante del Templo para los hombres; y para resguardo, se distribuye una 
Compañía de Granaderos por las entradas del Monasterio, y Templo…Últimamente, finalizada la séptima, vuelve á 
leer el Sacerdote un discurso, para mover á mas ternura, de lo que pasó al espirar su Divina Majestad, y concluido 
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These new considerations for the staging and music of las tres horas cast the devotion in more 

somber tones. Ferrer’s addition of an earthquake finale aligned with the addition of theatrical 

elements all meant to heighten the sublime experience of those three hours and to revitalize the 

devotion’s possibly dwindling popularity. 

 Returning to Fajer’s musical setting of the seven last words, we can see that the practice for 

las tres horas varied greatly between regions of Spain. As Fajer was employed in Zaragoza, the 

manual published there in 1788 provides valuable context for his setting. The main body of the 

manual (the part with Messia’s instructions) was the same as copies printed in other Spanish 

towns, however, the Zaragoza preface discussed a theatrical setting similar to the practiced in 

Madrid. This included lighting, curtains, and dividing the congregation by gender. In Zaragoza, 

however, the moment of Jesus’s death was accompanied not with seismic instrumental music but 

with immediate silence: 

…so that concluding the seven word and its corresponding verses, the voices and 
instruments cease for one or two minutes before the hour, so that with the church and the 
congregation in a deep silence, three o’clock will be heard. 120 
 

This significant difference between the practice in Madrid and Zaragoza could explain why 

Fajer’s setting, which was likely composed during the devotion’s heyday and contemporaneous 

to Haydn’s version, does not include a musical earthquake. The addition of these theatrical 

elements also separates the manuals printed in the 1780s from those printed earlier in Murcia, 

 
toca la música otro adagio mas triste, imitando el terremoto que sucedió al espirar Jesús. Concluye dos minutos 
antes de dar las tres…” “Noticia del origen, progresos, y antigüedad del Santo Ejercicio de las tres Horas,” 445-446.  
 
120 “…de modo que concluida la séptima palabra y versos que le corresponden, cesen las voces e instrumentos uno o 
dos minutos antes de la hora, para que habiendo quedado la Iglesia, y todo el concurso en un profundo silencio, se 
oiga la hora de las tres.” Alonso Messia Bedoya, Devoción a las tres horas de la agonía de Christo nuestro 
redentor, practicada en muchas Ciudades de América, i España establecida últimamente en Zaragoza, en la Iglesia 

de San Andrés por la Hermandad de la Oración Mental (Impreso en Madrid y reimpreso en Zaragoza en la Oficina 
de Medardo Heras, 1788), x-xi.  
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Sevilla, and Cádiz, which primarily kept to the original instructions.  

  Of course, Haydn’s setting was composed for a church in Cádiz. Unfortunately, I have not 

located a 1780s copy of the devotion’s manual published in Cádiz. For details on how this 

Spanish town observed las tres horas in this period of revitalization, we can turn directly to 

Haydn’s own description of the devotion. In what is the famous preface to the 1801 Breitkopf & 

Härtel publication of a string quartet version of the Seven Last Words, Haydn recounts the details 

he received with his commission: 

About fifteen years ago I was requested by a canon of Cádiz to compose instrumental 
music on The Seven Last Words of Our Savior on the Cross. It was customary at the 
cathedral of Cádiz to produce an oratorio every year during Lent, the effect of the 
performance being not a little enhanced by the following circumstance. The walls, 
windows and pillars of the church were hung with black cloth, and only one large lamp 
hanging from the center of the roof broke the solemn obscurity. At midday the doors 
were closed and the ceremony began. After a short service, the bishop ascended the 
pulpit, pronounced the first of the seven words (or sentences) and delivered a discourse 
thereon. This ended, he left the pulpit and prostrated himself before the altar. The pause 
was filled by music. The bishop then in like manner pronounced the second word, then 
the third, and so on, the orchestra following on the conclusion of each discourse. My 
composition was subject to these conditions, and it was no easy matter to compose seven 
adagios to last ten minutes each, and succeed one another without fatiguing the 
listeners.121 
 

Haydn’s description and the Spanish sources together demonstrate how theatrical elements—

primarily visual and auditory changes—were introduced to achieve a mood that would heighten 

the sublimity of the experience of las tres horas, in accordance to late-eighteenth century 

aesthetic tastes. The devotion, even in its earlier forms, touched upon an indescribable aspect of 

Christian devotion. The agonies of Jesus “were so excessively terrible and cruel…there is no 

human understanding that can comprehend it, no language created that can explain it.”122 

 
121 Geiringer and Geiringer, Haydn a Creative Life in Music, 83. 
 
122 “Fueron tan terribles, y crueles, que como dice San Bernardo, no hay entendimiento humano, que lo pueda 
comprehender, ni lengua criada, que lo pueda explicar.” Messia Bedoya, Devoción de las tres horas de la agonía de 
Nuestro Redemptor Jesu-Christo (Murcia, 1763), 20. 
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Nevertheless, in the late-eighteenth century, the meditation and contemplation of those three 

hours occurred through a profoundly sonic and sublime experience.  

Although Haydn was most certainly not composing with Peru’s history or landscape in 

mind, his composition only exists because of the Spanish importation of this colonial religious-

musical tradition. This is unusual, as we often think of musical influence and religious protocols 

as radiating from the imperial centers to the colonial margins. However, the circulation of 

earthquake-related literature and musical practices demonstrates how eighteenth-century natural 

catastrophes were often global events with philosophical and psychological reverberations that 

crossed geopolitical boundaries. Despite occurring an ocean away, earthquakes in colonial places 

were relevant to people across the Atlantic. As such, a transatlantic approach to the study of 

Rameau’s and Haydn’s seismic music shows how the histories and musical traditions of colonial 

regions influenced the creation and development of European musical practices.  

 
Forgetting to Remember 
Postlude 

 
Off the coast of Peru lies the convergent boundary between the Nazca Plate and the South 

American Plate, a volatile fault line that throughout time has produced a slew of “megathrust” 

earthquakes, a category reserved for the strongest earthquakes ever recorded.123 Their frequency 

significantly shaped the colonial structures of the Viceroyalty of Peru, contributing to changes in 

political policies, city planning, and systems of trade.124 The relationship between disaster and 

 
123 Andreas M. Schäfer and Friedemann Wenzel, “Global Megathrust Earthquake Hazard-Maximum Magnitude 
Assessment Using Multi-Variate Machine Learning,” Frontiers in Earth Science 7, Article 136 (June 2019): 1-19, 
https://doi.org/10.3389/feart.2019.00136. 
 
124 For the ways the Lima-Callao Earthquake of 1746 significantly changed Spanish political policies in Peru, see 
Charles Walker Shaky Colonialism: The 1746 Earthquake-Tsunami in Lima, Peru, and its Long Aftermath (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2008). 
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colonial politics can be seen in an 83-verse poem, titled El Temblor de Lima, written by the 

Chilean poet Pedro de Oña (1576-1643) to commemorate an October 19, 1609 earthquake that 

assailed Lima, the City of Kings.125 Framed as a pastoral dialogue between two friends, the poem 

narrates the terror and confusion caused by the earthquake while also praising the demeanor and 

actions of the viceroy, the Marqués de Montesclaros.126 The poem was published alongside a 

cancion real panegírica that Oña had written to celebrated the 1607 arrival of the marques to 

Peru. With this poem and song, the poet drew on the political aftermath of the natural disaster to 

celebrate and legitimize criollo governance over the Spanish territory.127 Moreover, the poem 

conveys the period’s complicated relationship between agency (whether human, divine, or 

natural) and disaster, as it prioritized praise for the marques’ restorative actions over 

contemplating a moral explanation for the earthquake. 

Behind the motivation to commit an event to verse is an inherent desire to not forget. The 

1609 Lima earthquake would certainly have fallen through the cracks of history, as certainly 

innumerable natural and human disasters have, were it not for the publication of El Temblor de 

Lima. Nevertheless, even with its memorialization in poetic verse, the absence of historical 

documentation on this earthquake has led historians to conclude that it was a minor tremor, 

 
125 Pedro de Oña, “Temblor de Lima año de 1609: Governando el Marques de Montes Claros, virrey 
excellentissimo. Y una cancion real panegyrica en la venida de su Excellencia a estos reynos. Dirigido a Don Ioan 
de Mendoça, y Luna Marques de Castil de Bayuela su primogenito successor,” (Lima: Por Francisco del 
Canto,1609). John Carter Brown Library, accessed through Brown University Library. Brown Digital 
Repository:15794. 

126 For an analysis of the poem and its political implications, see Francisco A. Ortega, “Catastrophe, Ambivalent 
praises, and Liminal Figurations in Pedro de Oña’s Temblor de Lima de 1609,” Colonial Latin American Review 13, 
no. 2 (diciembre 2004): 213-241, https://doi.org/10.1080/1060916042000301511; Sarissa Carneiro, “Temblor de 
Lima (1609) de Pedro de Oña: Poética del desastre y encomio virreinal,” Anales de Literatura Chilena 17, no. 26 
(diciembre 2016): 133-153. 

127 Sarissa Carneiro has addressed how both twentieth century critics and historians believe Oña’s poem was merely 
a pretext for flattering the viceroy. The poem has been criticized as unpoetic and contradictory for its combination of 
earthquake lamentation and praise for the marques. Carneiro challenges these shallow interpretations.  
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dismissing the poem as merely an opportunity for Oña to pen an overzealous flattery of the 

viceroy.128 Absence of evidence, however, is not evidence of an event’s insignificance. It is in 

the nature of older disasters to disappear from historical memory, either through the physical 

destruction of written documentation or though the gradually erasure caused by succeeding 

calamities. When available, artworks that commemorate disaster can grant historians access to 

the societal significance of forgotten events. But what of disasters etched into memory not 

through text but through sonic and embodied traditions?  

One example is captured in a painting in the Cathedral of Cusco that depicts the chaotic 

aftermath of a 1650 earthquake that lasted “as long as three Credos” (Figure 1.6). In a scene 

representative of many colonial Peruvian towns after disaster, the painting depicts multiple 

groups of people hoisting religious statues through the plaza de armas and its side streets.129 On 

an earthquake’s anniversary, religious images or statues (usually of the feast day’s saint) were 

carried through the streets in an elaborate public display of music and ritual, put on for the 

benefit of a divine audience.130 Following a new earthquake, people would once again take these 

religious icons into the streets in order to secure the intercession of these saints. As the number 

 
128 José Toribio Medina, ‘Arauco domado’ de Pedro de Oña: Edición crítica de la Academia Chilena, 
correspondiente de la Real Academia Española (Santiago: Impresa Universitaria, 1917).  
 
129 For more on the history of this painting, refer to Patrick Thomas Hajovsky, “Shifting Panoramas: Contested 
Visions of Cuzco’s 1630 Earthquake,” The Art Bulletin 100, no. 4 (December 2018): 34-61, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00043079.2018.1464358; Richard L. Kagan, “Four cities and their Images,” in Urban 
Images of the Hispanic World, 1493-1793 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000) 179-181. 
 
130 There are multiple studies on the history of Peruvian processions in the colonial period and the cofradias 
(brotherhoods) that financially supported these elaborate displays of public devotion. These works include Kydalla 
Etheyo Young, “Colonial Music, Confraternities, and Power in the Archdiocese of Lima,” (PhD diss., University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2010); Geoffrey Baker, Imposing Harmony: Music and Society in Colonial Cuzco 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2008); Téresa Egovil, Las Cofradias en Lima, Siglo XVLL y XVIII (Lima: 
Universidad Nacional Mayor de San Marcos, 1986); For a more general collection of articles on brotherhoods in 
Latin America, refer to Albert Meyers and Diane Hopkins, eds., Manipulating Saints: Religious Brotherhoods and 
Social Integration in Postconquest Latin America (Hamburg: Wayasbah, 1988). 
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of Lima’s earthquake saints accumulated over time, the numerous processions that took place 

after eighteenth-century earthquakes casted an almost theatrical curtain over a landscape of ruins. 

Although processions were common across Ibero-American regions, the frequency of seismic 

activity in the South American continent forged a distinctly Peruvian tradition of earthquake 

processions that is profoundly intertwined with the identity of the region. This began taking 

shape in the late-seventeenth century and continues to this day through the famous October 

processions for Nuestro Señor de los Milagros, the country’s patron saint against earthquakes.131  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
131 For a history of this procession refer to Julia Costilla, “Una práctica negra que ha ganado a los blancos: símbolo, 
historia y devotos en el culto al Señor de los Milagros de Lima (Siglos XIX-XXI),” Anthropologica 34, no. 36 (junio 
2016): 150-176; Francesco Pini, ed., El rostro de un pueblo: estudios sobre el Señor de los Milagros (Lima: 
Universidad Católica Sedes Sapentiae, 2005).  

Figure 1.6: Anonymous, “Terremoto del Cuzco y Procesión del Cristo de los 
Terremotos” (c.1650-60). Oil on canvas. Cathedral of Cuzco. Image credit: Jaime H. 
Borja Gómez, “Arte Colonial Americano: Base de Datos,” Digital ID: 2082. Depicted 
in the lower left of the painting, is a procession for Señor de los Temblores.  
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Despite the silence of this painting, we know that music and sound were essential aspects 

of these processions. Colonial archival documentation, however, often denies us details on these 

oral traditions, in which indigenous musicians and female singers were often active musical 

participants. Similar to the way historian have undervalued the historical significance of the 

earthquake commemorated in Oña’s poem, a dearth of archival documentation—and more 

importantly, music manuscripts—has contributed to a history of eighteenth-century music that 

often ignores colonial regions. In some cases, this perceived lacuna is a false assumption, as in, 

for example, the case of colonial Guatemala, which actually has a rich but understudied archive 

of documents and music (see Chapter 4). In cases like eighteenth-century Lima, however, there 

are significant gaps in early modern documentation, many of which are the products of disaster. 

For example, the musicologist Juan Carlos Estenssoro has noted that the infamous Lima-Callao 

Earthquake of 1746 destroyed much of the city’s colonial musical sources.132  

This brings me to reflect on my own experiences conducting research in colonial 

archives. Originally, I planned for this chapter to engage with Peruvian sources on sonic 

traditions in both earthquake processions and las tres horas. However, I faced the challenge of 

locating “enough” archival documentation that detailed (with specificity) the music used in these 

practices. Nevertheless, I found eighteenth-century Peruvian documentation to be littered with 

the forgotten memories of earlier earthquakes, many of which helped shape local religious-

musical traditions. Such an example is a 1657 ecclesiastical act by the governing body of the 

cathedral of Lima. It recopied an earlier act from 1586 that named Nuestra Señora de la 

Visitación (Our Lady of the Visitation) as their abogada (council, mediator, or defender) against 

 
132 Juan Carlos Estenssoro, Música y sociedad coloniales: Lima, 1680-1830 (Lima: Editorial Colmillo Blanco, 
1990). Much of the existing collection, located at the Archivo Arzobispal, was composed after the construction of a 
new cathedral in 1758.  
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earthquakes. The of recopying served as a physical reminder that the church had once promised 

to venerate the saint every year with a procession and a mass conducted at the altar of her painted 

icon.133 As the memory of the terrible earthquake subsided, so did their patronage of the saint. 

Despite several attempts to reinforce the perpetuity of this practice, by the time of the Lima-

Callao Earthquake of 1746 there was no mention of this procession in diaries and records that 

cataloged the numerous religious rituals observed after this disaster.134  

Despite the limitations of historical memory, this postlude is meant to bring attention to 

the silences that ring loud in colonial documentation. In concluding a chapter that re-frames two 

well-known European musical representations within the context of American disasters, I wanted 

to make space, however small, for my readers to consider and imagine a Peruvian sonic response 

to earthquakes. Marking, remembering, and commemorating individual earthquake events 

through the adoption and celebration of a patron saint contributed to an embodied history of 

earthquakes that was re-enacted each time the earth shook.135 Overtime, older practices fused 

 
133 Archivo Arzobispal Lima. Papeles Importantes. XXIII: 5. Traslado de un acta del cabildo eclesiástico realizado el 
14 de agosto de 1586, por la cual se acuerda nombrar abogada de la ciudad de Lima a Nuestra Señora de la 
Visitación a raíz del terremoto que la arruinó el día 9 todos los años se realice una procesión general que salga de la 
iglesia mayor con “la mayor solemnidad y pompa que se pueda llebando en ella la imagen de Nuestra Señora...”, y 
una misa cantada en el altar señalado de la Advocación de la Visitación de Nuestra Señora. 4 folios.  
 
134 Ten years after the 1586 earthquake, Lima’s city council pledged a yearly fund of 100 pesos to pay for the oil for 
a flame that would forever light the painted icon in the cathedral of Lima. It did not take long, however, for the city 
to neglect their patronage. I’m indebted here to Kydalla Etheyo Young dissertation which contains details about the 
confraternity of Nuestra Señora de la Visitación. This information allowed me to confirm that the saint’s importance 
did decay with time, resulting in the 1657 recopying of the 1586 acta. Seventy years later, however, an earthquake 
in 1655 reinvigorated the cult surrounding the saint. This earthquake was recorded by Josephe de Mugaburu in 
Diario de Lima, who wrote about an earthquake with a sound never before heard that was followed by one hundred 
aftershocks in the span on three days. For the following fifteen days, sermons were preached one after the other day 
and night. Josephe de Mugabaru and Francisco de Mugaburu, Diario de Lima (1640-1694): Crónica de la Epoca 
Colonial, Tomo I (Lima: Imprenta Sanmarti y Ca), 33. 
 
135 A document at the Archivo General de la Nación (Lima), discusses the virrey’s desire to commemorate and adopt 
patrons to protect the city against future earthquakes, and to mark the region’s history of seismic activity through the 
celebrating of saints on whose feast day major earthquakes occurred. Archivo General de la Nación (Lima, Peru). 
Numero 1090. Go-RE 1. Legajo 7. Expediente 123. “José Antonio Manso de Velasco, virrey del Perú, caballero de 
la Orden de Santiago propone la realización de una demostración de acción y gracias públicas y religiosas en el dia 
de San Simón y San Judas por el terremoto acaecido en 1746.” 
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with later reactions to natural disasters, consolidating after the 1746 Lima-Callao earthquake into 

the three major processions still practiced in Lima today. Although natural disasters have 

contributed to the fragmentation of colonial history, the purpose of this dissertation is to imagine 

the ways we can approach earthquakes as more than just forces of material destruction.  
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II 
 

MUSICAL REVERBERATIONS OF THE LISBON EARTHQUAKE 
 

 
Neptune, Pluto, Zeus and Vesta threw you down— 

Unhappy Lisbon! –into an abyss of distress. 
Now their anger sleeps! But oh! Apollo is arming himself, 

and a host of miserable poets sing your praises. 
–Anonymous poem (Hamburg, 1756)136 

 
 
The Lisbon Earthquake  
 

On the morning of November 1, 1755, bronze bells rang out from all the churches 

throughout Lisbon’s seven hills, beckoning their congregations to come forth and celebrate the 

mass of All Saint’s Day. Suddenly, one hundred and twenty miles west-southwest of Cape St. 

Vincent, the Eurasian tectonic plate plunged beneath the African plate along a 600-kilometer 

gash on the ocean floor, activating a usually dormant subduction zone.137 The earthquake hit just 

as Catholic masses around the city began. Stone walls collapsed, stain glass windows shattered, 

stone statues fell from their pedestals, and votive candles tumbled to the ground. In the span of 

ten minutes, the tectonic plates collided three times, sending three massive tsunami waves 

charging towards the coasts of Portugal, Spain, and Morocco.138 Reaching the Lisbon shoreline, 

 
136 Neptunus, Pluto, Zeus and Vesta stürzten dich,  
Betrübtes Lissabon! In einen Schlund von Nöthen. 
Nun schläft ihr Zorn! Doch ach! Apollo rüstet sich, 
Und dich besingt ein Schwarm erbärmlicher Poeten.  
Freyen Urtheilen un Nachrichten, May 7, 1756.  
 
This translation is my own. Poem is quoted in Ulrich Löffler, Lissabons Fall—Europas Schrecken. Die Deutung des 
Erdebens von Lissabon im deutschsprachigen Protestantismus des 18 Jahrhunderts (Berlin, New York 1999), 91. 
 
137 For articles on the epicenter of the earthquake, refer to: Marc-André Gutscher, “What Caused the Great Lisbon 
Earthquake?” Science 305, no. 5688 (August 2004): 1247-1248, https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1101351; N. 
Zitellini et al., “The Quest for the Africa-Eurasia Plate Boundary West of the Strait of Gibraltar,” Earth and 
Planetary Science Letters 280, no. 1-4 (April 2009): 13-50, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.epsl.2008.12.005.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
138 Robert Muir-Wood and Arnaud Mignan, “A Phenomenological Reconstruction of the Mw9 November 1st 1755 
Earthquake Source,” in The 1755 Lisbon Earthquake Revisited, ed. Luiz A. Mendes-Victor, Carlos Sousa Oliveira, 
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the waves flooded the mouth of the Tagus River, draining the empire’s rich storehouses, 

dragging back into the ocean a mixture of precious goods: pepper from India, cloves and nutmeg 

from Indonesia, sugar from Brazil, textiles from Persia, gold and gems from the South American 

continents.139 These towering waves were not enough, however, to quench the flames that 

erupted from thousands of votive candles lit for the feast day. What was not destroyed in the 

earthquake-tsunami was consumed in the great firestorm that ravaged the city for five days.   

Lisbon’s destruction by earth, water, and fire stunned the Atlantic World. The 

earthquake’s seismic vibrations reverberated into Morocco, Spain, France, Switzerland, and 

Northern Italy. Its tsunami reached far greater distances, radiating outwards toward Britain, 

Ireland, Holland, and across the ocean to Barbados, Martinique, and Brazil.140 Described as the 

desfrenado monstruo (unleashed monster),141 the tsunami’s fifteen-meter waves devastated the 

Spanish port city of Cádiz, claiming among its thousands of victims the grandson of the revered 

French dramatist Jean Racine.142 Over the following months, the impact of the earthquake 

continued to extend through letters and published accounts. Reaching the American continents, 

the Harvard professor John Winthrop, astonished by reports of tsunami’s tidal waves on the 

 
João Azevedo, and António Ribeiro. Geotechnical, Geological, and Earthquake Engineering, Vol. 7 (Dordrecht: 
Springer, 2009), 121-146.   
 
139 Mark Molesky, The Gulf of Fire: The Destruction of Lisbon, or Apocalypse in the Age of Science and Reason 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2015), 24. 
 
140 Carolyn Merchant, Autonomous Nature: Problems of Prediction and Control from Ancient Times to the Scientific 
Revolution (New York: Routledge, 2016), 140-141. 
 
141 Breve compendio de las inumerables lamentables ruinas, y lastimosos estragos, que a la violencia, y conjuración 
de todos quatro elementos experimentó la Gran Ciudad, y Corte de Lisboa el dia 1 de Noviembre de este año de 
1755 (Salamanca: Alonso Castiso, 1755), 2. The British Library, digital record number: 1481.c.41.(31.) 
 
142 Molesky, The Gulf of Fire, 138.  
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shores of the American continents, remarked “here now we have an earthquake extending its 

effects across the Atlantic. An amazing distance truly for an earthquake!”143  

The earthquake psychologically shook areas beyond the physical reach of its seismic 

waves. News reports stirred the heart of the Guatemalan archbishop, Francisco Joseph de 

Figueredo y Victoria. He was compelled to publish a carta pastoral, a letter directed to the 

clergymen of the kingdom of Guatemala, with recommendations on how to spiritually address 

the tragic event. With his letter, he asked priests to bestow spiritual guidance upon their 

congregants that might placate the fits of an angry God. “O Mercy of God on Guatemala!” he 

wrote, giving thanks that the tremors common to his archdiocese had not caused such extreme 

desolation.144 In other places, the desire to mark this global disaster manifested through the 

crafting of commemorative objects, such as medals, snuffboxes, prints and engravings, hymn 

books, and broadsides. For example, German brass and copper snuffboxes were engraved with 

images of the royal members of the Holy Roman Empire on one side, and, on the reverse side, 

depictions of Lisbon before and after the earthquake (see Figure 2.1).145 

 

 
143 John Winthrop, A Lecture on Earthquakes; Read in the Chapel of Harvard-College in Cambridge, N.E. 
November 26th 1755. On Occasion of the great earthquake which shook New-England the week before. By John 

Winthrop, Esq; Hollisian Professor of the Mathematics and Philosophy at Cambridge, Published by the general 

desire of that Society (Boston: Edes and Gill, 1755), 19.  
 
144 Francisco José de Figueredo y Victoria, Carta pastoral exortatoria a penitencia, dirigida por el Ilssmo. Sr. Dr. 
D. Francisco Joseph de Figueredo y Victoria, arzobispo de esta santa metropolitana iglesia al clero, a la ciudad de 

Guatemala y pueblo de su diocesi con ocasion del terremoto, que con espantosos estragos se experimentó en la 

Ciudad de Lisboa, Metropoli de Portugal, en otras partes de Europa y costas de Africa el día 1 de Noviembre de el 

año proximo passado de 1755 (Guatemala: Imprenta de Joachin de Arevalo, [1756]), [3r]]. Biblioteca Digital 
AECID (Madrid), Signatura: 3GR-7797.  
 
145 The following auction catalog contains the example of Francis I and Maria Theresa and the Lisbon earthquake: 
Münzen und Medaillen aus Mittelalter und Neuzeit: die sammlung Dr. Martin Sellmann U.A. (Osnabrück: Künker 
Münzauktionen und Goldhandel, 2006), 67. A “tobacco box” by Johan Adolph Keppelman, with Frederick the Great 
of Prussia on the front and the Lisbon earthquake on the reverse, went up for auction in March 2018 through Veritas 
Art Auctioneeers.  
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These commemorative objects and texts reflect the global impact of the Lisbon earthquake. It 

was a disaster recognized not only as a significant turning point for the future of the Portuguese 

empire, but as a tragedy that belonged to the entire Atlantic world.  

Occurring on All Saints’ Day—one of the most important days in the Catholic liturgical 

calendar—the earthquake challenged the way people understood the relationship between nature 

and god. This intellectual instability was famously represented through Voltaire’s Candide 

(1759). The novella narrated the travels of its eponymous protagonist, who starts off as a naïve 

boy, but who, through experiences like the Lisbon earthquake, came to recognize a world filled 

with senseless horrors and meaningless despair. Experiencing the magnitude of the earthquake 

mainly through written accounts, Voltaire struggled to understand how “natural evils” (such as 

earthquakes, wars, and syphilis) could be part of a world order that theologians argued was 

inherently fair, just, and above all, good. His sarcastic novella was a scathing rebuke of the long 

Figure 2.1: Snuffbox (c.1755) with the portraits of Francis I and Maria Theresa. On the reverse side, 
the Lisbon earthquake. From the workshop of Johann Heinrich Giese. 
Münzen und Medaillen aus Mittelalter und Neuzeit: die sammlung Dr. Martin Sellmann U.A. 
(Osnabrück: Künker Münzauktionen und Goldhandel, 2006), 67. 
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held philosophical doctrine of optimism, best represented through Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz’s 

belief that we live in “the best of all possible worlds.”146 

As musicologists, we may be familiar with the musical representation of this 

philosophical turmoil through Leonard Bernstein’s Candide, which gave voice to Voltaire’s 

novella nearly two hundred years later. Although the final version of the operetta does not 

contain a musical representation of the earthquake, Bernstein does compose a chorus to represent 

the novella’s auto-da-fé—an Inquisition trial-execution-spectacle that Voltaire imagined 

occurred in Lisbon in the earthquake’s aftermath.147 In a scene where Portuguese priests prepared 

to execute the heretics they blamed for causing the earthquake (including Candide), Voltaire 

inserted a musical soundtrack: “they marched in procession thus habited and heard a very 

pathetic sermon, followed by fine church music. Candide was whipped in cadence while they 

were singing…” Voltaire’s use of music in this scene adds to the satirical nature of the imagined 

auto-da-fe and, by extension, Catholic responses to the disaster. Voltaire’s use of “fine church 

music,” however, also draws attention to the way music and sound helped shape 

contemporaneous imaginations of the Lisbon earthquake. 

An extensive body of scholarship—including contributions from history of science and 

seismology—have examined the earthquake’s ramifications on eighteenth-century religion, 

 
146 For a discussion on Voltaire and his rebuke of Leibnizian optimism see, Nicholas Jolley, Leibniz, 2nd ed. (New 
York: Routledge, 2019).  
 
147 There is no evidence that an auto-da-fé actually took place in the days after the earthquake. While criminals were 
publicly executed by the Marquis de Pombal to establish order and control, the closest event resembling an auto-da-
fé took place in 1761 when Pombal executed the Jesuit priest Gabriel Malagrida for instilling religious panic on the 
city. Voltaire’s use of the auto-da-fé seems to have been strictly for satirical effect. Furthermore, while Bernstein’s 
final version of Candide does not include a representation of the earthquake, we can turn to earlier versions for a 
short excerpt of what Bernstein imagined as “earthquake music.” 
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philosophy, science, politics, culture, architecture, the visual arts, and literature.148 Few studies, 

however, have considered the ways music, sound, and listening helped shape experiences and 

knowledge of this disaster.149 This chapter focuses on how music, and specifically musical 

performances, mediated the experience, narration, imagination and, later, reimagination of the 

Lisbon earthquake in places beyond Portugal. My examples include the circulation of an 

engraving of the destroyed opera house, accounts of religious singing during the earthquake, and 

a musical commemoration and representation of the earthquake. I conclude with a reenactment 

of the Lisbon earthquake on the nineteenth-century London stage. In exploring the role of music 

in seismic imaginations, I consider the relationship between disaster and aesthetics to examine 

how disaster through the eyes of the spectator can shed a new perspective on eighteenth-century 

theories on the sublime aesthetic, showing how music was invoked in narratives of the disaster to 

both heighten its tragedy and to imbue it with moral significance. 

 
 
The Image of Disaster 

 
On March 31, 1755, the Real Casa da Ópera on the banks of the Tagus River opened its 

doors with a new musical adaptation of Davide Perez’s Alessandro nell’Indie, an opera about 

Alexander the Great. Constructed next to the Ribeira Palace (the main royal residence), the new 

opera house was an architectural tribute to the political and cultural supremacy of the Portuguese 

empire under the new leadership of King José I (1715-1777). While this opera celebrated 

 
148 The most comprehensive is the edited volume: Luiz A. Mendes-Victor, Carlos Sousa Oliveira, João Azevedo, 
and António Ribeiro, eds., The 1755 Lisbon Earthquake Revisited. Geotechnical, Geological, and Earthquake 
Engineering, Vol. 7 (Dordrecht: Springer, 2009). 
 
149 The most notable exception is Sarah Hibberd, “Principles of Geology and Sensory Experience at London’s 
Cyclorama,” Nineteenth-Century Music 39, no. 2 (Fall 2015): 167-183. She examines the role of music in mediating 
the experience of the Lisbon earthquake in a nineteenth century recreation of the event.  
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Alexander the Great’s military conquests over three continents, the audience would have been 

attuned to the fact that José I’s empire spanned four continents, stretching from Brazil to India. 

Funded through colonial gold and silver, the opera house symbolized a new musical renaissance. 

During the seventeenth and early-eighteenth centuries, Portugal’s monarchs were enthusiastic 

patron of the arts, entertaining a spectacular court of Europe’s finest singers, dancers, and 

musicians.150 The city’s rich musical life, however, had come to an abrupt stop in 1740 when 

King João V suffered a series of debilitating strokes, which he blamed in part on his love for 

theatre.151 Upon inheriting the throne in 1750, José I immediately lifted the ten-year moratorium 

on theatrical entertainment imposed by his father. He hired the Italian composer Davide Perez 

(1711-1778) as his mestre de capela, contracted the Italian architect Giovanni Carlo Galli da 

Bibbiena to design the new opera house, and established diplomatic connections with Rome to 

secure the most talented Italian opera singers available.152 On opening night, Perez’s production 

featured Italian singers performing alongside a troop of horses led by the king’s own horse 

master who rode Bucephalus, Alexander the Great’s famed war horse. It must have been a 

noteworthy evening, as accounts of the event later caught the attention of Charles Burney who 

included a description of it in A General History of Music.153  

 
150 King João IV (1604-1656) is famous in Portuguese music history for his patronage of music. Apart from being a 
trained composer, he wrote treatises in defense of Palestrina and modern music. These include Defensa de la música 
moderna (Defense of Modern Music) from 1649 and Respuestas a las dudas que se pusieron a la missa “Pangis 
quem ego dabo” de Palestrina (A response to the Doubts surrounding Palestrina’s “Panis quem ego dabo”) from 
1654. During his reign, he amassed one of the largest music libraries in Europe. Destroyed in the earthquake, a 
catalogue from 1649 reveals its enormous scope, with masses, motets, villancicos, madrigals, and instrumental 
works, by composers throughout Europe. For more on João IV refer to Manuel Carlos de Brito, Opera in Portugal 
in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007).  
 
151 de Brito, Opera in Portugal in the Eighteenth Century, 22.  
 
152 de Brito, Opera in Portugal in the Eighteenth Century, 24. Also refer to de Brito for details on the hiring of 
Italian musicians.  
 
153 Charles Burney in A General History of Music: from the Earliest Ages to the Present Period (London: Printed for 
the Author, and Sold by Payne and Son, 1789), 4:570-57. 
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Six months later, the opera house, “one of the solidest and most magnificent buildings of 

the kind in Europe” laid in ruins, a cultural casualties of the November 1 earthquake (Figure 

2.2).154 The opera house’s colossal shell was visually depicted in one of six engravings in a series 

titled “The Most Beautiful Ruins of Lisbon” (1757).155 These images were first printed in Paris 

by Jacques Philippe Le Bas (1707-1783), the principal engraver to the French King Louis XV, 

and they joined a host of other visual representations on the Lisbon Earthquake that emerged 

throughout the continent.156 While many of these images were imaginations of the disaster, Le 

Bas’s engravings were based off sketches done on the spot by messieurs Paris and Pedegache, 

and the series was advertised as a real depiction of the earthquake’s destructive power.157 

Modern seismological studies on the estimated magnitude of the earthquake in modern scales 

have drawn on the perceived “realness” of these engravings as reliable scientific evidence.158 

 
154 Charles Davy, “Letter II [from Daniel Braddock],” Letters, Addressed Chiefly to a Young Gentleman Upon 
Subjects of Literature: Including a Translation of Euclid’s Section of the Canon; and his Treatise on Harmonic, with 

an Explanation of the Greek Musical Modes, According to the Doctrine of Ptolemy (Bury St. Edmund’s: Printed for 
the Author by J. Rackham, 1787), 2:37 
 
155 Jacques Philippe Le Bas, Recueil des plus belles ruines de Lisbonne causées par le tremblement et par le feu du 
premier Novembre 1755 (Paris: Veuve Chéreau, 1757).  The Getty Research Institute, accessed through HathiTrust, 
Digital Record Number: 102408278 

156 For more on the visual representation of the Lisbon Earthquake refer to the following: Theodore E.D. Braun and 
John B. Radner, eds., The Lisbon Earthquake of 1755: Representations and Reactions (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 
2005); Jan Kozák and Vladimir Cermák, “Great Lisbon earthquake of 1755,” in The Illustrated History of Natural 
Disasters (London: Springer, 2010), 131-142; Jan Kozák has also complied a database of images for “Historical 
Earthquakes” that is available online through NISEE-Pacific Earthquake Engineering Research Center’s e-library 
hosted through the University of California, Berkeley: https://nisee.berkeley.edu/elibrary/browse/kozak?eq=5234. 
 
157 According to Kozák and Cermák, Louis XV directed Le Bas to make a “pictorial inventory” of the Lisbon 
disaster. The Illustrated History of Natural Disasters, 134. Messieurs Paris and Pedegache have not been identified. 
It is highly possible that the latter was Miguel Tibério Pedegache Brandāo Ivo, a military man of Swiss descent who 
was a native of Lisbon, and the Lisbon correspondent for the Journal Êtranger. He wrote on subterranean fire in his 
book Nova e Fiel Relacáo do Terremoto que experimentou Lisboa e todo Portugal no 1 de Novembro 1755, com 
algumas observacions curiosas e a explicação das suas causas (Lisbon: Manuel Soares, 1756). 
 
158 Luiz A. Mendes-Victor, Carlos Sousa Oliveira, João Azevedo, and António Ribeiro, eds., The 1755 Lisbon 
Earthquake Revisited. Geotechnical, Geological, and Earthquake Engineering, Vol. 7 (Dordrecht: Springer, 2009). 
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 The popularity of this print series tapped into an already existing literary and artistic 

fascination with the metaphorical, symbolic, philosophical, and poetic significances of ruins. The 

most classic eighteenth-century examples of idealized ruins were the rediscoveries of 

Herculaneum and Pompeii. As symbols of melancholy, decay, and loss, these ancient ruins 

encouraged imaginations of a distant but creative human past reclaimed over time by nature. At 

the same time, ruinous imagery also encouraged reflections on human resilience, transformation, 

and progress, concepts that scaffolded the very idea of modernity. Although the ruins of the 

Lisbon earthquake also sparked moral and aesthetic meditations, these engravings illustrated a 

dramatic rupture in the conceptual divide between old and new. The ruins of the opera house 

were an all too near past, awakening anxieties on the uncertainties of the present era, fueled by 

Figure 2.2: “No. 4: Casa da Opera, Sale de l’Opera,” from Jacques Philippe Le 
Bas, Recueil des plus belles ruines de Lisbonne causées par le tremblement et 
par le feu du premier Novembre 1755 (Paris: Veuve Chéreau, 1757). The Getty 
Research Institute, accessed through HathiTrust, Digital Record Number: 
102408278. 

 



 

 82 

the dramatic social and natural changes occurring through wars and disasters. A specter of 

empire and culture, the gutted opera house symbolized the power of nature to reclaim its territory 

and to change in a single instant the future outlook of a modern and formidable society.   

Throughout the eighteenth century, natural disasters held a close association with the 

sublime, a characteristic in nature that the Englishman Joseph Addison described as evoking “an 

agreeable kind of horror” in the observer. 159 The sights or imaginings of volcanic eruptions, 

immense mountain ranges, and ships caught in storms were iconic sublime scenes that 

overwhelmed the senses and challenged the limits of human comprehension, forcing the observer 

to reflect on his/her own mortality. Philosophers, writers, artists, and composers, however, 

struggled to represent the sublime, whose very essence laid in its indescribability.160 The Lisbon 

earthquake and its many representations would contribute to the development of the sublime 

aesthetic through philosophical treatises by Edmund Burke and Immanuel Kant. Later in the 

century, Kant, who also wrote several essays on the natural causes of the Lisbon Earthquake, 

described the sublime as a seismic disturbance of the mind. In Critique of Judgement he wrote, 

 
159 For studies on the ways natural catastrophes influenced the aesthetic of ruins, see Gerard Paul Passannante, 
Catastrophizing: Materialism and the Making of Disaster (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2019); Sabrina 
Ferri, Ruins Past: Modernity in Italy, 1744-1836 (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2015); Matthew Gumpert, “The 
Sublime Catastrophe: Longinus,” in The End of Meaning: Studies in Catastrophe (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars, 
2012); Alexander Regier, “Foundational Ruins: the Lisbon Earthquake and the Sublime” in Ruins of Modernity, ed. 
Julia Hell and Andreas Schönle (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 357-374. 
 
160 For scholarship on music and the sublime, refer to Wye J. Allanbrook, “Is the Sublime a Musical Topos?” 
Eighteenth Century Music 7, no.2 (2010): 263-279; Elaine Sisman, Mozart: The ‘Jupiter’ Symphony (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993); Ellen Harris, “Silence as Sound: Handel’s Sublime Pauses,” The Journal of 
Musicology 22, no. 4 (2005): 521-58; Claudia Johnson, “ ‘Giant HANDEL’ and the Musical Sublime,” Eighteenth-
Century Studies 42, no. 3 (July 1, 2009): 529-55; James Webster, “The Sublime and the Pastoral in Haydn’s 
Creation and The Seasons,” in Cambridge Companion to Haydn, ed. Carol Clark (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005), 150-163; Lawrence Kramer, “Recalling the Sublime: The Logic of Creation in Haydn’s 
Creation,” Eighteenth-Century Music 6, no. 1 (2009): 41-57; Nicolas Mathew, “The Sounds of Power and the Power 
if Sound” in Political Beethoven. New Perspectives in Music History and Criticism (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013).  
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“in presenting the sublime in nature the mind feels agitated…this agitation can be compared with 

a vibration.”161  

Lying in ruins, the image of the destroyed opera house was the perfect canvas on which 

to project imaginations of the Lisbon earthquake. It perfectly frames the relationship between the 

spectacle and the spectator, drawing attention to an important aspect of the sublime experience: 

the physical distance between the observer and the natural object required to produce that 

coveted mixture of pleasurable terror. The importance of this perceptual distance can be seen in 

the writings of Charles Davy (1722-1797), an English clergyman who wrote extensively on both 

ancient Greek music and the Lisbon earthquake. He took a sonic approach to the aesthetics of the 

sublime, arguing that “modern music” could prepare “the mind for the reception of majestic and 

sublime ideas, or in giving force to them.”162 The first letter in the second volume of his Letters, 

Addressed Chiefly to a Young Gentleman discusses an account of the Lisbon earthquake written 

by Daniel Braddock, an Englishman who Davy believed had been in the best position to observe 

the disaster; Braddock had been “neither too near the event, nor too remote from it.”163 

Braddock’s distance allowed a sublime tract to emerge: “…whilst all his senses were perfect, and 

his imagination was quickened by every circumstance around him, to paint the horrors of such a 

 
161 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgement, trans. Werner S. Pluhar (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1987), 257. 
 
162 Davy, Letters, Addressed Chiefly to a Young Gentleman, 2: 460. Davy wrote a preface to his translation of the 
French travel account, Description des glaciers, glaciers et amas de glace du Duché de Savoie by the Swiss Marc 
Théodore Bourrit in 1773. Davy’s connections between the sublime and music are briefly discussed in Claire 
Hornsby, “Musical Metaphors in Art Treatises: The Codification of Emotions in Eighteenth-Century Art Theory” in 
The Routledge Companion to Music and Visual Culture, ed. Tim Shephard and Anne Leonard (New York: 
Routledge, 2014), 222. 
 
163 Davy, Letters, Addressed Chiefly to a Young Gentleman, 2:2. This letter is commonly mistaken as Davy’s own 
account. The reverend, however, was not in Lisbon at the time of the earthquake. In Letter I of Volume 2, Davy 
describes the unnatural behavior of a stream while on a country walk in Norfolk, seventeen hours before the Lisbon 
Earthquake. Furthermore, Letter VIII of Volume II is a supplement to Mr. Braddock’s narrative about the 
earthquake using the Latin account of Antonio Pereira.  
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living death, in the strongest and most gloomy colouring.”164 For sublime thoughts to prevail, the 

spectator needed to be far enough removed from the situation so as fear would not overpower 

his/her imagination.    

In the engraving, the inside of the theatre fills almost the entire frame, casting the 

viewer’s imagination in a theatrical light. Le Bas’s own portrayal of the ruins invites a reading of 

the image as one of spectacle; the tiny figures of aristocratic men and women are seen visiting 

among the neatly manicured ruins of the destroyed opera house (Figure 3). These strolling 

figures call to mind a letter from the English captain James O’Hara to his sister that narrated a 

kind of sublime tourism that occurred in the aftermath of the disaster: 

“Ps. Since writing the above, I have accompanied Admiral Broderick over most part of 
the ruins of this city…Never did an eye behold so awful, so tremendous, and so solemn a 
scene. The moon, which was then at the full, shining resplendently on the Tagus, gave us 
a night view of this wreck of nature…and filled my mind with meditations, that only such 
a scene could inspire.”165  
 
 

 
 

 

 
164 Davy, Letters, Addressed Chiefly to a Young Gentleman, 2:4. 
 
165 James O’Hara, “Letter: Lisbon, Nov. 12, 1755,” in The Lisbon Earthquake of 1755: Some British eye-witness 
accounts (Lisbon: The British Historical Society of Portugal, 1987), 85. This quote was also discussed within the 
context of the Burkean sublime in Regier, “Foundational Ruins,” 365. 

Figure 2.3: Detailed views of visitors in “No.4: Casa da Opera, Sale de l’Opera,” from 
Jacques Philippe Le Bas, Recueil des plus belles ruines de Lisbonne. 
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The engraving and O’Hara’s letter reveal insight into the mechanicals behind creating a sublime 

experience; its aesthetics relied heavily on achieving just the right kind of dramatic lighting. 

While, on the one hand, it is easy to get carried away discussing the Lisbon earthquake through a 

purely aesthetic-philosophical lens, we must consider, on the other hand, how aestheticized 

representations of disaster were simply good for business. The market for materials related to the 

Lisbon earthquake exploited a far simpler pleasure, a feeling that Edmund Burke described as 

“the most superficial of all the affections:” curiosity. 

Le Bas’s engraving series was reprinted in London with great success.166 Within this 

London market, the neat ruins and sentimental strollers depicted in the destroyed opera house 

recall some similarity with how the London press manufactured realistic but ultimately 

fabricated earthquake tragedies “to satisfy the Curiosity of the Public.” One such fictious 

publication, a letter delivered “from the place which once was Lisbon,” betrayed its own 

falsehood through the inclusion of an overly sentimental theatrical vignette, a tragic story of two 

newlyweds separated by the Lisbon earthquake: 

…Their Love had been long and mutual, and continued always the same faithful and 
ardent Flame, through innumerable Obstacles. At length, their long and mutual Passion 
was crowned with Success, and about half an Hour before the Earthquake began, he led 
her innocent and blooming as the Morning, to a noble House he had fitted up for her in 
the most elegant Manner; scarce had he left her five Minutes…when the Earthquake 
began; full of tender Care and Anxiety, he flies to the Place which contained all that his 
Soul held dear! But what was his Grief and Astonishment, when he beheld the dear 
Partner of his Soul, just expiring in the Arms of a Servant, of the Wounds she had 
received by the Fall of a Chimney. All was at an End, and she was drawing her last 
Breath when he arrived, and could no more than just lift up her dying Eyes, as if she 
would have said, “Farewell Alonzo!”167 

 
166 Jacques Philippe Le Bas, Ruins of Lisbon as appeared immediately after the Earthquake and Fire of the 1st of 
November 1755 (London: Robert Sayer, 1757-1760). The British Museum, Prints and Drawings, registration 
number: 1917,1208.4266. 
 
167 Anonymous, “A Particular Account of the Late, Dreadful Earthquake at Lisbon: With the Damage sustained by 
that Fatal Accident. In a Letter from a Gentleman of undoubted Veracity residing in Lisbon, to a Merchant in 
London, who publishes this early account from a Principle of Benevolence, to satisfy the Curiosity of the Public –
London: Printed at the Royal Exchange, n.d.” in The Lisbon Earthquake of 1755: Some British eye-witness accounts 
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Many readers (eighteenth century and modern), lost in sublime reflections over the 

earthquake, have glossed over the absurd dramatization of this story. With its “farewell 

Alonzo!,” the operatic vignette demonstrates the fine line between the sublime and the comic. 

“Every British bosom, I imagine, must necessarily feel a secret sensible satisfaction in reflecting 

on the general concern…” began A Satirical Review of the Manifold Falsehoods and Absurdities 

hitherto publish’d concerning the Earthquake.168 The publication swatted back the “noisy 

animals,” by which the author meant pamphleteers, who with “bark and snarl and stun” 

attempted to rob the British sympathy through manufactured sublime descriptions of the disaster. 

The absurdity of the above-mentioned letter, the one delivered “from the place which once was 

Lisbon,” was the first lambasted falsehood in this book.169 The satirist made an intentional jab at 

French and Italians, arguing that this “hyperbolic extravagance” could only have been fathered 

by “some political butcher at Paris” or an Italian resolved to “out-do the quaking earth.”170 

Wading through “the sublime gibberish,” the satirist exposed not only false details reported on 

the disaster but also the fictious characters—mariners, ship captains, French ministers, English 

merchants—at the center of these false earthquake accounts. His tirade should read as a caution 

against the seductive powers of the sublime: 

 
(Lisbon: The British Historical Society of Portugal, 1987), 94. The authenticity of this published letter is called into 
question by a contemporaneous advertisement for the publication which states, “it is obvious that this letter is also 
the produce of our home-manufactory.” This advertisement can be found in “Pamphlets on the late Earthquake at 
Lisbon,” Monthly Review, or, Literary Journal 13 (London: Hurst, Robinson, and Co., 1755): 473. Retrieved from 
http://search.proquest.com.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/docview/4743968?accountid=11311. 
 
168 A Man of Business, A satirical review of the manifold falsehoods and absurdities hitherto published concerning 
the Earthquake to which is annext, an authentic account of the late Catastrophe at Lisbon (London: A. and C. 
Corbett, 1756).  
 
169 A Man of Business, A satirical review of the manifold falsehoods and absurdities, 18.  
 
170 Ibid. 
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If terror then has much creative power over man’s imagination, where there is nothing 
but illusion to work upon; what might it not effect at Lisbon, on the late tremendous 
occasion, where and when there was so much matter for imagination to improve upon?171 
 

It is a caution historian should likewise heed. Many of these fabricated accounts have seduced 

historians, as, surely, they seduced many of their contemporaneous readers. These fake tragedies 

have made their way into historiography on the Lisbon Earthquake, as serious and reliable 

representations of the disaster.172 

 The popularity and circulation of the image of the destroyed opera house calls to mind an 

excerpt from the writings of the Jesuit priest Gabriel Malagrida (1689-1761). In Lisbon at the 

time of the earthquake, he published an incendiary pamphlet that blamed the Portuguese people 

and their love for theatrical and musical entertainment as the “true cause of the earthquake.”173 

Describing the disaster’s aftermath, he wrote “here at last…with an army of the dead resurrected, 

a new theatre of never before seen marvels!”174 The following section will explore a different 

kind of theatre, tracing how first-person accounts of religious singing shaped imaginations of the 

Lisbon earthquake.  

 

 
171 A Man of Business, A satirical review of the manifold falsehoods and absurdities 90-91. 
 
172 Several made their way into The Lisbon Earthquake of 1755: Some British eye-witness accounts (Lisbon: The 
British Historical Society of Portugal, 1987). 
 
173 Bem claramente o temos visto. Os theatros, as musicas, as danças mais immodestas, as comedias as mais 
obscenas, os divertimentos, as assistencias aos touros, sendo tanto o concurso, que enchiaõ as praças, e as ruas todas; 
e nas Igrejas, nas festas Sagradas, nos Sermoes, nas Missoens Apostolicas, por mais fervorosas, que fossem, naõ 
apparecia huma alma! Era a maior lastima ver naquelles espectaculos profanes, ainda pessoas mais insignes em 
sciencia, eloquencia, e virtude! Gabriel Malagrida, Juizo da verdadeira causa do terremoto que padeceo a corte de 
Lisboa (Lisbon: Manuel Soares, 1756), 23.  
 
174 Malagrida, Juizo da verdadeira causa do terremoto, 19. Malagrida’s pamphlet, a printed version of a sermon he 
commonly preached after the earthquake, angered the prime minister Marquis de Pombal who desired to explain the 
earthquake through natural causes. Malagrida, and the Jesuit order, were later expelled from Lisbon. Malagrida was 
later put on trial by the Inquisition and burned at the stake in 1761. For more see, J. Patrick Lee, “The Condemnation 
of Fanaticism in Voltaire’s Sermon du rabbin Akib,” in Rousseau and L’Infâme: Religion, Toleration, and 
Fanaticism in the Age of Enlightenment, ed. Ourida Mostefai and John T. Scott (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2009), 67-76.  
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Gaudeamus omnes in Domino 

It seems that one of the most well-known facts about the Lisbon disaster is that it 

occurred just as high mass began. The earthquake’s timing ultimately contributed to the 

destabilizing of Christian doctrine in the decades that followed. Curiously, a survey of Catholic 

activities before and after the earthquake can be found in letters by Protestants living in Lisbon. 

Writing to friends back home, British survivors described a disastrous scene made all the more 

sad by the sight of Catholics clutching to religious objects, such as crucifixes and religious 

statues, for protection.175 As disaster narratives that doubled as religious critiques, these letters 

noted that amount of lives lost within the walls of Catholic churches, while the Protestant 

population suffered relatively few losses. In the previously mentioned “sublime” letter of Daniel 

Braddock, music at times aided his retelling of the final moments of Catholic victims. He noted 

that the convent of St. Francis was destroyed while the choir was singing, and that of its three 

hundred friars, all but eighteen died in the earthquake.176 Similarly, he reported that of the one 

hundred and fifty nuns at the convent of Santa Clara, most perished while in song.177 For the 

readers of Braddock’s letter, this tragic irony conjured sonic imaginations of an enormous choir, 

itself a formidable sonic force, silenced by the sheer power of the earthquake and its noise. 

 
175 Refer to The Lisbon Earthquake of 1755: Some British eye-witness accounts (Lisbon: The British Historical 
Society of Portugal, 1987). 
 
176 This is more or less corroborated by a Spanish account, which states that out of three hundred friars, fourteen 
survived. Breve compendio de las inumerables lamentables ruinas, y lastimosos estragos, que a la violencia, y 
conjuración de todos quatro elementos experimentó la Gran Ciudad, y Corte de Lisboa el dia 1 de Noviembre de 
este año de 1755 (Salamanca: Alonso Castiso, 1755), 6. The British Library. Digital Store: 1481.c.41.(31.) 
 
177 Davy, “Letter II [From Daniel Braddock]” in Letters, Addressed Chiefly to a Young Gentleman Upon Subjects of 
Literature, 2:50; Exact numbers are recorded in Francisco Luís Pereira de Sousa, O Terremoto do 1o de Novembro 
de 1755 em Portugal e estudio demográfico (Lisbon: Tipografia do Comercio, 1928) 3:524.  
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Likewise, historians have been seduced by the sonic irony of the Lisbon earthquake. In 

the mid-twentieth-century, historian Thomas Downing Kendrick introduced the Gaudeamus 

omnes in Domino (the introit chant for All Saint’s Day) to the modern imagination of this 

disaster. His seminal book, The Lisbon Earthquake (1956), has served as the descriptive 

foundation for many modern studies on the disaster, both historical and scientific. In narrating 

the moment the earthquake hit, Kendrick described how the priests in the choir of the Basilica 

São Vicente de Fora had just begun the introit chant when they felt the church sway as if an 

“unsteady ship.”178 Ever since, the chant has made several appearances in historical descriptions 

of the earthquake’s impact.179 However, unlike Daniel Braddock’s letter, which was widely 

published and read, the account from the basilica was only made accessible in the twentieth 

century through the archival work of Francisco Luís Pereira de Sousa. Despite the prolific 

number of published accounts describing the Lisbon earthquake, it is interesting that the archival 

document from the Basilica São Vicente de Fora has become the basis for our modern 

imagination of the event. 

 
178 Thomas Downing Kendrick, The Lisbon Earthquake (Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott Company, 1955), 52. 
Kendrick did not cite a source for this particular detail. I was able to trace it to Francisco Luís Pereira de Sousa, O 
Terremoto do 1o de Novembro de 1755 em Portugal (Lisbon: Tipografía do Comercio, 1928), 3:535-536. Pereira’s 
four volume series form a monumental repository of archival materials related to the Lisbon earthquake. The chant 
comes specifically from an account of the ruins of the Basilica São Vicente de Fora. The archival citation for this 
document: Arquivo Nacional, Manuscrito da Livraria no. 1100—Tomo 1—flas. 279. I have included the relevant 
excerpt from the original Portuguese text here for future reference:  

Já he tempo de darmos hua breve noticia deste nosso de S. Vicente e das ruinas q teve; estado pois a 
cumunide na capla mor que antão servia de coro por não estar o de tras da dita cap.la feito succedeu este fatal 
terremoto, comecado-se a cantar o Introit da missa, e se não pode dizer mais que estas palabras gaudeamus 
omnis Domino, e a dizer e cãtar o coro estas palavras, que seria pelas nove horas e 3 quartos da manhãa 
sabbado 1 de Novebro de 1755 se setio tremer toda a Igr.a já inclinãdo-se p.a hua e outra parte, como 
costuma ver-se hu navio nas ondas. [Transcription reflects the original text.] 

 
179 Some examples are: Nicholas Shrady, The Last Day: Wrath, Ruin, and Reason in the Great Lisbon Earthquake of 
1755 (New York: Viking, 2008); Thomas E. Bourke, “Vorsehung und Katastrophe: Voltaires Poème sur le désastre 
de Lisbonne und Kleists Erdbeben in Chili,” in Klassik und Moderne: Die Wiemarer Klassik als historisches 
Ereignis und Herausforderung im kulturegeschichtlichen Prozeß, ed. Karl Richter and Jörg Schönert (Stuttgart: 
Metzler, 1983), pp. 228-253; Thomas G. Long, What Shall We Say?: Evil, Suffering, and the Crisis of Faith (W. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing, 2011), 3.  
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This musical tidbit, which combines both historical accuracy and poetic irony, was 

destined to attract the attention of historians, demonstrating how music has the power to shape 

even our own modern understandings and imaginations of past disasters. The singing contrasts 

sharply with the noise of the earthquake. This juxtaposition between musical and chaotic sounds 

also maps onto important conceptual divisions between the human and the natural and between 

the terrestrial and the divine. The gaudeamus omnes chant serves as our modern access point into 

the significance of an event that challenged early modern religious ideologies on nature.  

Historian Nicolas Shrady has written that while most people would have gone to their 

local parishes for All Saint’s Day, some may have chosen to pay special homage to the city’s 

patron saint, St. Vincent, and headed—on foot, horse-drawn carriage, or litter— up the slope of 

Lisbon’s southeastern hill toward the Basilica São Vicente de Fora.180 As was common in the 

plainchant tradition, the introit would have begun with the intonation by a solo priest. His voice 

would have quickly glided up the first two syllables of gaudeamus, before briefly stretching out 

the a. Here, his voice would have slid up a major fifth before reaching upwards by half-step to 

embellish the reciting tone (A) with an expressive Bb. The instability of this note rang out even 

after his voice had sunk back down to the reciting tone (A).  

 

 

 

 

 
180 Shrady, The Last Day, 12.  
 

Figure 2.4: Gaudeamus omnes in 
Domino in Pedro Talésio, Arte de Canto 
chão (1618) concerning the debate 
surrounding the b-flat in the chant. 
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This chromatic Bb, the fifth note in the chant, was a controversial note among Iberian 

music theorists (Figure 2.4).181 As early as 1614, Damaso Artufel in arte de canto llano 

compuesto, discussed the problem of this semitone step in introits such as gaudeamus, rorate, 

and iste sanctus. In 1618, Pedro Talésio, professor of music at the University of Coimbra, argued 

in his Arte de canto chão com huma breve instrução against the Spanish theorists Juan Martínez, 

Guillermo de Podio, Gonzalo Martínez de Bizcargui, Juan de Espinosa, and Juan Martínez who 

all stressed that the fifth note of the chant should be sung as a B-natural.182 In a chapter titled 

“Other rules for singing with more perfection,” Talésio argued that singing a B-natural goes 

against “toda razam & arte” (all reason and art).183 Despite the tone of celebration typical on All 

Saint’s Day, the expressivity of the B-flat coincidentally casts the chant melody in a more 

solemn tone.  

The account from the Basilica São Vicente de Fora states that the earthquake hit just as 

the choir began to sing. The nature of the introit chant’s text heightens the tragic timing of the 

disaster: 

Gaudeamus omnes in Domino diem festum celebrantes sub honore Sanctorum omnium 
de quorum solemnitate gaudent angeli, et collaudant Filium Dei. 
Ps. Exsultate iusti in Domino: rectos decet collaudatio. 
Gloria Patri…  

 
181 Robert Stevenson, Spanish Music in the Age of Columbus (The Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1960), 96. 
 
182 Pedro Talésio, Arte de canto chaõ, com huma breve instrucçao, pera os sacerdotos, diaconos, subdiaconos, e 
moços do coro, conforme ao uso romano (Coimbra: D. Gomez de Loureyro, 1618), 39-40. Bibliothèque nationale de 
France, départment Musique, RES VM8-4, accessed digitally through BnF Gallica: bpt6k1168982h. 
 
183 Robert Stevenson, Spanish Cathedral Music in the Golden Age (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1961), 
130; João Pedro D’Alvarenga, “Some Notes on the Reception of Josquin and of Northern Idioms in Portuguese 
Music and Culture,” Journal of the Alamire Foundation 2, no. 1 (January 2010), 69-89. 
Talésio’s defense of the Bb may have stemmed from his admiration for Josquin’s Missa Gaudeamus. The introit is 
typically notated in mode 1 (starting on c and ending on d), but Josquin transposed the melody up a fifth making it a 
mode 9 chant (starting on g and ending on a). In Josquin’s version, the chant begins with g-a, rising to e-f-e. This 
avoids the problem of the B-flat, which is an accidental rarely notated in Gregorian chant. Willi Apel, in Gregorian 
Chant, states that in mode 1 if a b occurs above an ascending fifth (he gives the example: c-d-a-b-a) it likely should 
be a b-natural. Talésio was the first to bestow on Josquin the status of ‘musicorum lumen’ (the light of musicians).  
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Let us all rejoice in the Lord celebrating the feast in honor of all the saints, 
in which solemnity the angels rejoice, while the Archangels praise the Son of God. 
Ring out your joy to the lord, O you just; for praise is fitting for loyal hearts. 
Glory be to the Father. 
 

Through song, Lisbon was in the act of giving thanks when it met its hour of Revelation. As the 

introit chant caught the ear of God, his response was not warmth and love, but rather a boundless 

and merciless vengeance never before witnessed in living memory. The singers were struck 

down, the congregants’ musical offering was rejected and violently drowned out by the noise 

produced by the earthquake-tsunami, the sounds of God’s wrath.  

The centrality of this chant to modern imaginations of the Lisbon earthquake provides an 

opportunity to briefly delve into the musical and political significances of this chant within 

Iberian history. Gaudeamus omnes in Domino is among the oldest plainchant melodies, with 

origins that reportedly extend back to the third century.184 Apart from its use on All Saint’s Day, 

it was also featured in masses for other saints throughout the liturgical year.185 Over time the 

melody accrued significant religious, political, and musical importance. In 1538, Pope Paul III 

called on the persuasive musical powers of Cristóbal de Morales to help mediate a dispute 

between the two political rivals Charles V and Francis I.186 For the occasion, Morales used the 

first six notes of the All Saint’s introit as a tenor ostinato for his six-voice motet, Jubilate Deo 

 
184 Stevenson, Spanish Cathedral Music, 130. 
 
185 Willem Elders, Symbolic Scores: Studies in the Music of the Renaissance (New York: E.J. Brill, 1994), 45. The 
chant is used for Assumption (August 15), Saint Agatha (February 5), Saint Stephen and Saint Thomas (December 
29). 
 
186 Mary Tiffany Ferer, Music and Ceremony at the Court of Charles V: The Capilla Flamenca and the Art of 
Political Promotion. Studies in Medieval and Renaissance Music, Vol 12 (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2012), 190; 
Stevenson, Spanish Cathedral Music, 97-102.  
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omnis terra.187 The chant’s melody served as a unifying device between the piece’s two 

polyphonic sections (representing Charles and Francis, respectively), melding them together by 

the repetition of the chant’s six-note incipit.188  

Morales’s choice use of Gaudeamus omnes in Domino indicates the chant’s extra 

religious significance. Catholics gathered together on All Saint’s Day to honor the spiritual 

intermediaries that spoke on their behalf, aiding in their forgiveness and advocating for their 

place in heaven. The chant served as a spiritual unification between the congregation and heaven. 

Its melody pierced directly into the spiritual realm, at once glorifying both God and the saints 

that spoke on their behalf. It was an opportunity to forgive and to give thanks. Therefore, the 

political implications behind Morales musical work were clear; Morales was elevating Charles 

and Francis to the level of saints. Hopeful of their political bond, the motet’s text read: “peace 

has descended from Heaven…Long may they live together, and may they give us peace 

forever!” Only through the reconciliation and unification of these saints-on-earths, could their 

kingdoms achieve their long-awaited peace, and music was the force that bounded them 

together.189 

 Although the gaudeamus omnes chant is not featured in other contemporaneous accounts 

of the Lisbon disaster, the political and religious significance of plainchant in the aftermath of 

disaster is evident from post-earthquake documentation. A decree issued on behalf of José I by 

the statesman Sebastião José Carvalho e Mello, the Marquis de Pombal, ordered the re-

establishment of the divine offices only seventeen days after the earthquake. This was to ensure 

 
187 According to Stevenson, Enriquez de Valderrábano transcribed Morales’s motet for the vihuela in Silva de 
sirenas (1557), changing the controversial B-flat into a B-natural. Later, Victoria parodies Morales’s mass in Missa 
Gaudeamus (1576), retaining the Bb. Stevenson, Spanish Music in the Age of Columbus, 77. 
188 Stevenson, Spanish Cathedral Music, 130. 
 
189 Ferer, Music and Ceremony at the Court of Charles V, 190.  
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that survivors could give thanks to God for sparing their lives and, more importantly, to ask for 

the continued protection of the royal family.190 It appears that this was not a simple request; two 

weeks later the Marquis de Pombal expressed his dissatisfaction with the state of the divine 

offices.191 In March the following year, he issued another official decree on behalf of the king, 

naming St. Francis of Borgia as their official protector against earthquake, elevating his feast day 

(October 10) to one of first class.192 Chapter 4, which focuses on a 1773 earthquake in 

Guatemala, explores in depth how the divine offices were instrumental to the reestablishment of 

daily life in a Catholic region struck by disaster.  

Imaginations of religious music during the earthquake also made their way into scientific 

writing. In his second of three essays on the causes of earthquakes, Kant used music to represent 

both the positive and negative reactions to the natural effects of the Lisbon earthquake. In a 

passage on the earthquake’s impact on the flow of water, he argued that the tremors had 

significantly increased the flow of mineral water in Töplitz, Bohemia to a beneficial degree:  

…The inhabitants of that town had good cause to sing Te Deum laudamus, while those in 
Lisbon began to sing in quite different tones. Such is the nature of the accidents that 
affect the human race. The joy of one group and the misery of another often have a 
common cause.193 

 
190 Francisco José Freire, ed., “Aviso para o D. Abbade Geral de S. Bento, participando ihe ter S. Magestade 
mandado, que na Igreja do seu Mosteiro se restablecessem os Officios Divinos da Santa Igreja Patriarcal,” in  
Memorias das principaes providencias, que se derão no terremoto, que padeceo a Corte de Lisboa no anno de 1755, 
ordenadas, e offerecidas a magestrade fidelissima de el Rey D. Joseph I. Nosso Senhor ([Lisbon],1755),189-190. 
The British Library, digital record number: 1505/125. 
 
191 Freire, “Aviso para o Eminentissimo Cardeal Patriarca, significando-ihe o desprazer de S. Magestade de se naõ 
terem renovado ainda os Officios do Coro da Santa Igreja Patriarcal; e comettendo-ihe o mesmo Senhor ao seu 
arbitrio tudo o que fosse pertencente a esta materia, e que sobre ella naõ receberia outra representaçaõ,” in Memorias 
das principaes providencias, 200-203.  
 
192 Freire, “Aviso para o Marquez de Alegrete, participando-ihe ter S. Magestade determinado pedir ao Summo 
Pontifice para Patrono, e Protector contra os Terremotos, dos seus reinos, e Dominos, a S. Francisco de Borja: e 
ordenando-ihe, que o Senado ihe consulte sobre esta materia,” in Memorias das principales providencias, 287-288.  
 
193 Immanuel Kant, “History and natural description of the most noteworthy occurrences of the earthquake that 
struck a large part of the Earth at the end of the year 1755 (1756),” trans. Olaf Reinhardt in Kant: Natural Science, 
ed. Eric Watkins. The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant in Translation. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2012), 345.   
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Although this is certainly a metaphorical use of the celebratory hymn, Kant provides us with 

another example of how religious music aided in the representation and sonic imaginations of the 

disaster. As the following section explores, the earthquake and its sounds also inspired new 

sacred compositions.  

 

Telemann’s Seismic Thunder 

 As stories and reports of the Lisbon earthquake spread across Europe, a curious anecdote 

emerged about a Mr. Burmaster, a Hamburg merchant residing in Lisbon, who claimed he had 

received a premonition of the disaster. Days earlier, he received a letter from his business partner 

in Hamburg, advising him to divide and relocate their goods to warehouses throughout the city. 

The friend wrote him this letter after dreaming that Lisbon had burned for fourteen days. 

Burmaster had not, however, heeded his friend’s advice, and, like most people in Lisbon, he lost 

everything, except for this letter.194 Burmaster’s misfortunes were among several existing 

accounts from and about Germans living in Lisbon at the time. Another example is an often cited 

description of the earthquake’s sounds, written by the consul of Hamburg, Christian Staqueler: 

“first we heard a rumble, like the noise of a carriage, it became louder and louder, until it was as 

loud as the loudest noise of a gun, immediately after that we felt the first tremble.”195 

Hamburg itself had experienced a small dose of the earthquake’s power. Located 2500 

kilometers from the epicenter, a potent tremor had rippled through the city, prompting 

 
 
194 Davy, Letters, Addressed Chiefly to a Young Gentleman, 58-59.  
 
195 David Bressan, “November 1, 1755: The Earthquake of Lisbon: Wrath of God or Natural Disaster?” Scientific 
American (Blog), November 1, 1755, https://blogs.scientificamerican.com/history-of-geology/november-1-1755-
the-earthquake-of-lisbon-wraith-of-god-or-natural-disaster. 
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Hamburg’s senate to order a thorough inspection of its churches and bell towers, though no 

significant damage was reported. 196 In Hamburg’s port city Glückstadt, the waters of the Elbe 

River lurched violently, crashing several ships against the beach. It would take a month for the 

city to receive an explanation for these natural anomalies. The news arrived through a December 

3 letter from the Hamburg consulate in Madrid detailing Lisbon’s terrible fate. The following 

day, an express mail delivery from the ambassador of France to Lisbon flooded the German city 

with letters from Hamburg residents in the destroyed Portuguese capital. Many of these letters 

were printed, per request of their writers, in local newspapers.197 

Lisbon was a major center of commerce, which explains the multiplicity of foreign 

accounts on the earthquake. Significant monetary assets from businesses in London, Amsterdam, 

Hamburg, and Venice were tied up in the economic infrastructure of Lisbon, and the natural 

disaster risked a global economic collapse.198 Therefore, several of these cities sent recovery 

supplies and funds to Lisbon. Hamburg’s own senate sent four ships with wood, iron nails, and 

tent cloth to aid with reconstruction.199 Staqueler, the describer of the earthquake’s sounds, 

served as the intermediator between the Hamburg senate and the Portuguese king. King José I’s 

letters of gratitude were subsequently published in Hamburg’s newspapers.200 There was also a 

 
196 Johann Martin Lappenberg, “Hamburg und das Erdbeben von Lissabon am 1. November 1755,” in Zeitschrift des 
Vereins für Hamburgische Geschichte (Hamburg: Verl. Verein für Hamburgische Geschichte, 1858): 4:274-88. For 
this chapter, I consulted the Portuguese translation: Johann Martin Lappenberg, “Hamburgo e o Terremoto de 
Lisboa do 1 de Novembro de 1755,” trans. Emile Grüneberg in O Instituto Revista Scientifica e Litteraria, 51, no. 
1(Coimbra: Imprensa da Universidade, 1994): 53-59. 
 
197 Ibid.  
 
198 Karl Fuchs, “The Great Earthquakes of Lisbon 1755 and Aceh 2004 Shook the World. Seismologists’ Societal 
Responsibility” in The 1755 Lisbon Earthquake Revisited, 49.  
 
199 Lappenberg,“Hamburgo e o Terremoto de Lisboa,” 55.  
 
200 Lappenberg,“Hamburgo e o Terremoto de Lisboa,”56.  
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notable Portuguese population in the German city. Its Spanish-Portuguese Jewish community 

named March 11, 1756 a day of penance on account of the Lisbon earthquake.201 That same year, 

Jacob Bassani (1704-1769), the Sephardic rabbi of the congregation, published a sermon in 

Portuguese that described the disaster as a punishment from God. Similarly, Hamburg’s Lutheran 

clergy also viewed the catastrophe as divine retribution.202  

Strong economic ties between the two cities may explain Hamburg’s desire to 

commemorate the earthquake through music, poetry, and objects. Examples include 

commemorative medals depicting the Lisbon earthquake, many attributed to the Hamburger 

metalists Paul Heinrich Goedeke and Martin Holtzhey.203 One in particular illustrates an 

international fleet of ships on the Tagus River delivering aid to Lisbon. On the reverse side, a 

woman sits atop a pile of rubble with an explosion, similar to a volcano, in the background (see 

Figure 2.5).204 A literary example is a poem published in the Hamburg newspaper Urtheilen un 

Nachrichten. Seven months after the Lisbon earthquake, on May 7, 1756 the newspaper printed: 

Neptune, Pluto, Zeus and Vesta threw you down— 
Unhappy Lisbon! –into an abyss of distress. 
Now their anger sleeps! But oh! Apollo is arming himself, 
And a host of miserable poets sing your praises.205 

 
201 Martin Warnke, “Das Erdbeben von Lissabon 1755, eine Bewährung der Aufklärung,” in Zeitschrift des Vereins 
für Hamburgische Geschichte 95 (2009): 8-9. 
 
202 For more about the Portuguese community in Hamburg, refer to both Lappenberg, “Hamburg und das Erdbeben 
von Lissabon” and Warnke, “Das Erdbeben von Lissabon 1755.”  
 
203 Warnke, “Das Erdbeben von Lissabon 1755,” 1-22 
 
204 Martin Holtzhey, “Medal commemorating the earthquake at Lisbon, 1755” commemorative medal. Royal 
Museums Greenwich. Object ID: MEC0242. https://collections.rmg.co.uk/collections/objects/37682.html. For more 
information on seismological commemorative items, refer to Peter Schmidt, “Seismological Medals” in Earthquakes 
& Volcanoes 18, no.1 (1986): 205-211; for commemorative items more generally, John Brewer, “Commercialization 
and Politics” in The Birth of a Consumer Society: The Commercialization of Eighteenth-Century England, ed. Neil 
McKendrick, John Brewer, and John Harold Plumb (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1982), 197-264. 
 
205 Neptunus, Pluto, Zeus and Vesta stürzten dich,  
Betrübtes Lissabon! In einem Schlund von Nöthen. 
Nun schläft ihr Zorn! Doch ach! Apollo rüstet sich, 
Und dich besingt ein Schwarm erbärmlicher Poeten.  
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One of those singing poets was Georg Philip Telemann, who composed the oratorio Die 

Donnerode (TWV 6:3, 1756) in commemoration of the Lisbon earthquake.206 Like the 

commemorative medals, Telemann’s work also included a representation of the earthquake.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Throughout his career, Telemann composed music to commemorate historical events, 

providing oratorios and cantatas for civic ceremonies, church consecrations, and induction 

ceremonies.207 His extraordinary output included thirty-six Kapitänmusiken for the annual 

celebration of the Hamburg city militia.208 The same year as the Lisbon earthquake, Telemann 

composed the oratorio Holder Friede, heil’ger Glaube (TMV: 13:18) for the 200th anniversary of 

the Peace of Augsburg in 1555, an event that marked the end of the religious wars in German 

 
 
206 Scholars have challenged the work’s label as an oratorio. Laurenz Lütteken has re-evaluated the piece within the 
literary genre of the “ode,” as its title implies. A new critical edition by Silja Reidemeister also addresses questions 
of genre. Laurenz Lütteken, Das Monologische als Denkeform in der Musik zwischen 1760 und 1785. 
Wolfenbütteler Studien Zur Aufklärung; Bd. 24 (Tübingen: M. Niemeyer, 1998), 149-169; George Philipp 
Telemann, Donner-Ode, TVWV 6:3, ed. Silja Reidemeister (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2016), vi. 
 
207 George J. Buelow, A History of Baroque Music (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2004), 561; Steven 
Zohn, Music for a Mixed Taste: Style, Genre, and Meaning in Telemann’s Instrumental Works (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2008), 182-184.  
 
208 Howard E. Smither, A History of the Oratorio: Vol 2: The Oratorio in the Baroque Era: Protestant Germany and 
England (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1977), 118. 

Figure 2.5: Martin Holtzhey, “Medal commemorating the earthquake at Lisbon, 1755.” 
National Maritime Museum (Greenwich, London) accessed through Commemorative 
Medals Collection, Royal Museums Greenwich Database, Digital ID: MEC0242. 
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states between Catholicism and Lutheranism.209 A more light-hearted example is his cantata 

Trauer-Musik eines kunsterfahrenen Kanarien-Vogels (Funeral Music for an Artistically Trained 

Canary-Bird), commissioned by a grieving man in remembrance of his pet canary.210  

Die Donnerode (“The Thunder Ode”) was composed in two parts, with the first half 

performed on October 10, 1756 at St. Catherine’s church. An immediate hit, Telemann 

composed a second part in 1760, completing it alongside one of his most well-known works Der 

Tag des Gerichts (The Day of Judgment). The text for Die Donnerode is based on an adaptation 

of Johann Andreas Cramer’s (1723-1788) poetic translation of the eighth and twenty-ninth 

psalms. The first half begins with a chorus followed by solo arias for soprano, alto, tenor, and 

two basses. These are followed by a bass duet (“Er donnert, das ser verherrlichet werde”), which 

Telemann marked as “erhaben” (sublime). This movement can be heard as a musical 

representation of an earthquake, though musicological scholarship most often treats it as a 

representation of thunder (per the work’s title, “the Thunder Ode”). The duet begins with a single 

menacing chord from an organ or harpsichord followed by a vocal tremolo over an extended 

timpani roll to imitate the vibrations of the earth. The first half concludes with a chorus. The text, 

instrumentation, and expressive markings for the first part of the oratorio are listed in Table 2.1. 

 

 

 

 

 
209 For more on this piece and the conditions surrounding its composition, refer to Mattias Lundberg, “The 
quincentennial celebration of the Wittenberg Reformation in recordings,” in Early Music 45, no. 4 (November 
2017): 686-688.   
 
210 Martin Ruhnke and Steven Zohn, “Telemann, Georg Philipp.” Grove Music Online (2001), 
https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.27634. 
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Table 2.1: Structure of Telemann’s Die Donnerode, Part I (1756) 

Movement Expressive 
marking 

Instrumentation German Text 

1- Chor 
Wie ist dein 
Name so groß 

Munter  
(Blithely) 

Oboe I & II; Trumpet in C I, II & III; 
Timpani, Strings 

Wie ist dein Name so groß 
Mit welchem Ruhme geschmücket. 
Herr, unser Herrscher, voll Weisheit und Macht! 
Der Erdkreis sieht’s und erstaunt; 
von deinem Namen entzucket, 
frohlockt er über seine Pracht.  
 
Die Himmel, uber die er geht, 
und aller deincr Himmel Heere  
 
Sind voll von deiner Majestät, 
sind voll von deines Namens Ehre.  
 
Der Mond, ich seh ihn, dessen Licht 
des Nachts von deiner Große spricht, 
und deine Welten in der Ferne.  
Herr, deine Herolde, die Sterne.  
 

2- Arie: Soprano 
Bringt her, ihr 
Helden aus 
göttlichen Samen  
 

Freundlich  
(Friendly) 

Fagotto, Strings Bringt her, ihr Heldenaus göttlichem Samen,  
bringt her dem Herrscher Ehr und Ruhm!  
Feirt seinen Namen, den herrlichen Namen!  
Feirt ihn in seinem Heiligtum! 
 

3- Arie: Alto 
Fallt vor ihm hin 

Demütig 
(Humble) 

Oboe d’amore in C; Strings Fallt vor ihm hin, mit dem heiligen Kleide  
der frommen Unschuld angetan,  
und betet Gott in bewundernder Freude  
mit hingeworfnen Leibern an. 
 

4- Arie: Tenore 
Die Stimme 
Gottes 
erschüttert die 
Meere 

Feurig 
(Fiery) 

Strings Die Stimme Gottes erschüttert die Meere.  
Gewitter wandeln vor ihm her.  
Der Höchste donnert, gekleidet in Ehre,  
auf großen Wassern donnert er. 

 
5- Arie: Basso I 
Tenore 
Die Stimme 
Gottes 
Serschmettert die 
Zinnen 

Nachdrücklich 
(Emphatically) 

Corno in D; Strings Die Stimme Gottes zerschmettert die Zedern,  
den Ruhm, den er den Bergen gab.  
Die Stimme Gottes zerschmettert die Zedern,  
vom hohen Libanon herab. 
 

6- Arie: Basso II 
Sie stürzt die 
stolzen Gebirge 
zusammen 

Kräftig 
(Strong) 

Tromba in Do, Strings Sie stürzt die stolzen Gebirge zusammen;  
der Erdkreis wankt, wenn er sie hört:  
Hört des Donners Stimme, die Flammen  
rund um sich sprüht, zerschlägt, zerstört. 
 

7- Duet: Basso I 
&II 
Er donnert, daß 
er verherrlichet 
werde 

Erhaben 
(Sublime) 

Timpani, Strings,  Er donnert, dass er verherrlicht werde.  
Sagt ihm in seinem Tempel Dank!  
Vom Tempel schalle zum Ende der Erde  
der lange laute Lobgesang,  
vom Ende der Erde erschalle  
der lange laute Lobgesang. 
 

6-Chor 
Wie ist dein 
Name so groß 

-- Tromba I, II & III, Timpani, Oboe, 
Strings 

Nr. 1 da capo 
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 The 1971 critical edition of Die Donnerode by Wolf Hobohm attracted significant 

attention from scholars and performers, resulting in a burst of historical and musical analyses of 

this piece.211 This scholarship worked to elevate Telemann’s reputation as a serious eighteenth-

century composer, arguing that his music should be heard as more than the simple imitation of 

words and ideas, a common critique of Baroque music. As the eighteenth-century critic Johann 

Georg Sulzer wrote in Allgemeine Theorie der schönen Künste, imitation or “paintings are 

contrary to the true spirit of music, which should express not concepts from lifeless things but 

feelings of temperament.”212 This gets to the heart of a major eighteenth-century debates over 

music’s ability to express heightened emotions such as the sublime. Critiques of Die Donnerode 

centered on its depiction of thunder, musically portrayed through timpani rolls, vocal trills, and 

tremoli. David Schulenberg has written on how the generation of composers and critics after 

Telemann looked upon Die Donnerode as his most sublime work while also criticizing it for its 

common imitation of thunder.213 The legacy of Carl Philip Emanuel Bach is also at stake in this 

research, as scholars like Mark Rathey have shown how Bach’s oratorios drew directly from 

Telemann’s Donnerode.214 Combating critiques of Telemann’s music as superficial imitation, 

scholars—such as Schulenberg, Rathey, Kathrin Kirsch, Laurenz Lütteken, and Silja 

Reidemeister—have argued that his text painting should be heard as a “symbolic” use of the 

 
211 George Philipp Telemann, Die Donner-Ode; Das befreite Israel, ed. Wolf Hobohm. George Philipp Telemann: 
Musikalische Werke, Bd. 22 (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1971).  
212 David Schulenberg, The Music of Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach. Eastman Studies in Music, Vol 114 (Rochester: 
University of Rochester Press, 2014), 145.  
 
213 Schulenberg, The Music of Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach ,146.  
 
214 Markus Rathey, “Carl Philipp Emanuel Bachs Donnerode: Zur politischen Funktion des ‘Erhaben’ in der zweiten 
Hälfte des 18. Jahrhunderts,” in Archiv für Musikwissenschaft 66, no. 4 (2009), 286-305; “Apocalyptic Visions and 
Moral Education in the Age of Enlightenment: Earthquakes and the Sublime in Oratorios by Carl Philip Emanuel 
Bach and Georg Philip Telemann,” in Exploring Christian Song, ed. M. Jennifer Bloxam and Andrew Shenton 
(Lanham: Lexington Books, 2017), 97-130.  
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orchestra.215 For example, Lütteken and Redeimeister hear the timpani roll not as a direct 

imitation of thunder but as the musical representation of the “sacred shudder,” a concept drawn 

from Kantian notions of the sublime. At the very least, they argue that the thunder roll should be 

interpreted as the sonic manifestation of God. Interpretations of Telemann’s sublime thunder 

draw on a rich history of German instrumental music for storms.216  

 This burst of scholarship inspired a new critical edition by Silja Reidemeister, released in 

2016. Drawing on the work of Ralph-Jürgen Reipsch, the edition’s introduction questions the 

long-held association between Die Donnerode and the Lisbon earthquake, stating two reasons.217 

First, scholarship of the 1970s erroneously stated that the first performance took place on March 

11, 1756, a day of pertinence in Hamburg for the Lisbon Earthquake. Secondly, there is only one 

historical source that makes a direct connection between the oratorio and the disaster. It is a 

frequently cited letter by Karl Wilhelm Ramler from December 1757 that also mentions the 

timpani part: 

Yesterday I went to the musical rehearsal of a Thunder Ode composed by Herr Telemann 
and pieced together by the two of us, Herr Krause and myself, from Cramer’s Psalms. 
Herr Krause beat, or rather played the timpani in it; you will not know that he is also a 
virtuoso of this thundering instrument. The piece was made on the occasion of the 
earthquake and today it was performed in St. Peter’s Church as a prelude to the Te 
Deum.”218 
 

 
215 Kathrin Kirsch, “Dramaturgien des Erhabenen: Telemanns Donner-ode and Carl Philipp Emanuel Bachs 
Morgengesang am Schöpfungsfeste” in Impulse-Transformationen-Kontraste: Georg Philipp Telemann und Carl 
Philipp Emanuel Bach. Telemann-Konferenzberichte, Band XX, ed. Carsten Lange, Brit Reipsch, and Ralph-Jürgen 
Reipsch (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 2018), 89-111. 
 
216 Clive McClelland, Tempesta: Stormy Music in the Eighteenth Century (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2017).  

217 Ralph-Jürgen Reipsch, “Telemanns Donner-Ode zwischen Kirche und Konzert,” in Concertare – Concerto – 
Concert. Das Konzert bei Telemann und seinen Zeitgenossen. Bericht über die Internationale Wissenschaftliche 
Konferenz, Magdeburg, 14. und 15. März 2016. Telemann-Konferenzberichte, Band XXI, ed. Carsten Lange 
(Hildesheim: Georg Olms Verlag, 2019), 239-272. 

218 “Ramler’s letter to Gleim, dated Berlin, 11 December 1757” in Briefwechsel zwischen Gleim und Ramler, ed. 
Carl Schüddekopf (Tübingen: Litterarischer Verein, 1907): 2:306-307. Author modified English translation from 
Telemann, Donner-Ode, TVWV 6:3, ed. Silja Reidemeister (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2016), vi.  
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Others have noted that the oratorio’s text does not explicitly mention an earthquake, and that the 

piece sounds more like a celebration rather than a reflection on the wrath of God. In the absence 

of other written testimonies on the piece, scholars have begun to doubt its earthquake 

connections. 

Hearing the oratorio through the context of contemporaneous seismological discourse, I 

argue that the piece’s connection with the earthquake is explicit from its title alone: “The 

Thunder Ode.” Scholars have listened to the timpani roll as a representation of heavenly 

rumblings rather than a representation of subterranean thunder. Across the Atlantic world, 

thunder was the most common way to describe seismic sound, a comparison that extended back 

to ancient Roman times. Pliny the Elder described the trembling of the earth as “not different 

from a thunderclap in a cloud.” 219 He also drew on the experience of seeing lightning to propose 

a physics of subterranean eruptions, writing “a fissure is no different from when an imprisoned 

current of air by struggling and striving to go forth to freedom causes a flash of lightning to burst 

out.”220  

Eighteenth-century naturalists considered the ways earthquake sounds could provide an 

understanding of the world beneath the surface. Referring to earthquakes as “subterranean 

storms,” Kant discussed how “the terrible noise” of earthquakes heard from Iceland to Lisbon 

confirmed the existence of interconnected subterranean caverns.221 Similarly, the Spanish 

 
219 Liba Taub, Ancient Meteorology. Sciences of Antiquity (London: Routledge, 2003), 185. 
 
220 Ibid.  
 
221 Immanuel Kant, “On the causes of earthquakes on the occasion of the calamity that befell the western countries 
of Europe towards the end of last year (1756),” trans. Olaf Reinhardt in Kant: Natural Science, ed. Eric Watkins. 
The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant in Translation. (Cambridge University Press, 2012), 330. 
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philosopher Benito Jéronimo Feijóo penned a series of letters on the causes of seismic activity, 

discussing among them theories on the sonic intensities of “earthquake thunder:” 

In some earthquakes, apart from the continuous subterranean sound, a great and 
distinguishable thunder clap has been heard, and of very short duration…this great 
thunder clap, which, as I said indicates that the earth has split open in some part, can 
fundamentally inspire hope of, if not a total extinction of the earthquake, then at least of 
some diminishment of its rigor…222 
 

Kant shared similar ideas with Feijóo, hypothesizing that regions with active volcanoes 

experienced far less seismic activity. He believed that if a volcano opened up in the mountains of 

Portugal, the region would be spared future seismic disasters, adding that “what frightens is often 

beneficial.” 223 

In the second half of the century, naturalists, drawing on sonic intuition, pursued a natural 

connection between earthquakes, lightning, and thunder. With the 1750 experiments of Benjamin 

Franklin, thunder was understood as a delayed effect of lightning strikes. Similarly, naturalists 

considered subterranean sounds as secondary effects that could shed insight into the primary 

causes of earthquakes. Previously, naturalists had pursed the sonic similarities between the 

thunderous sounds of both earthquakes and gunshots, using the chemistry of gunpowder to 

reverse theorize a cause for thunder and lightning. With the introduction of Franklin’s theories 

on lightning, however, naturalists contemplated an electrical cause for earthquakes (see Chapter 

3).224 Most importantly, however, this points to how, in analyzing natural sound, scientific 

 
222 “En algunos Terremotos, demás de el ruido subterráneo continuado, se ha oído un trueno grande bien distinguido, 
y de muy corta duración…ese grande trueno, que, como dije, indica haberse abierto la tierra en alguna parte, puede 
inspirar con bastante fundamento la favorable esperanza, si no de una total extinción de el Terremoto, por lo menos 
de alguna minoración de su rigor.” Benito Jerónimo Feijóo y Montenegro, “Señales Previas de Terremotos: Carta 
XIII,” in Cartas eruditas y curiosas en que, por la mayor parte, se continua el designio del Theatro Critico 
Universal, impugnando, o reduciendo a dudosas, varias opiniones comunes (Madrid: Joachin Ibarra, 1760), 283. 
 
223 Kant, “On the causes of earthquakes on the occasion of the calamity,” in Kant: Natural Science, 333. 
 
224 The British reverend Dr. William Stukeley published three papers in the Royal Society’s Philosophical 
Transactions in 1750 drawing connections between earthquakes and electricity while still considering them the most 
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thinkers drew on familiar sounds to describe the indescribable. Their perception of the tone and 

timbre of subterranean sounds contributed to how people rationalized earthquakes within 

existing theories on nature and natural processes. Furthermore, thunder was a sound people 

everywhere could relate to, whether they had ever experienced an earthquake or not, making it a 

powerful descriptor of earthquake experiences. 

The analysis of earthquake sounds prevailed into the nineteenth century. Later, Alexander 

von Humboldt interpreted subterranean sounds in Ecuador, as, “rolling, rattling, clanking like 

chains, occasionally in the town of Quito like thunder close at hand; or it is clear and ringing, as 

if masses of obsidian or other vitrified matters were struck in caverns underground.”225 Although 

Humboldt, like many others before him, attempted to draw a connect between certain sonic 

descriptions (ex: “clear and ringing”) and their earthly source (ex: glass-like minerals), mid-

nineteenth century British scientists pointed out that these words while descriptive were not 

actually representative of their sound or cause: 

 “The words— ‘a trembling,’ ‘a vibration,’ ‘a concussion,’ ‘a movement,’ ‘an undulation,’ 
are to be found scattered through the narratives of earthquakes, but even amongst scientific 
authors these records refer merely to the effect upon their senses, of the motions of the 
earth’s surface, and not to any definite or precise idea, either of the origins or the more of 
propagation of the shock.”226 
 

Chapter three explores in more depth how the hearing of earthquakes responded to shifting 

perceptions of the natural world.  

 
fearsome of God’s instruments. Johann Gottfried Krüger, Gedancken von den Ursachen des Erdbebens, nebst einer 
moralischen Betrachtung (Halle, 1756) was contemporaneous with the seismic writings of Kant. Ultimately, Kant 
disagreed with the electric connection to earthquakes. Franklin’s experiments, however, influenced his theories on 
atmospheric effects.  
 
225 Alexander von Humboldt, Kosmos: A General Survey of the Physical Phenomena of the Universe (London: 
Hippolyte Bailliére, 1845) 1:217. 
 
226 Robert Mallet, “First Report on the Facts of Earthquake Phenomena,” Report of the Twentieth Meeting of the 
British Association for the Advancement of Science: Held at Edinburgh in July and August 1850 (London: John 
Murray, 1851), 20. 
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 In hearing the thunder of Telemann’s oratorio as a representation of earthquake sounds, 

his oratorio allows us to draw connections between music and natural sound, while also 

examining a musical work commemorative of disaster. Listening was important to the sonic 

imagination of these disasters. As the concluding section examines, nineteenth century 

reimaginations of the Lisbon earthquake also drew on music to heighten the sublime experience 

of this disaster.  

 

Performing the Great Earthquake 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1868, a London newspaper correspondent published his experience of strolling through 

the ruins of a once lavish theatre, the Royal Cyclorama. 227 A music hall attached to the Royal 

Colosseum in Regents Park, the exorbitant cost necessary to maintain these venues resulted in 

their abandonment. Only two decades earlier, the music hall opened with a “colossal moving 

cyclorama” that depicted the infamous destruction of Lisbon by the 1755 earthquake (see Figure 

 
227 “The Colosseum,” Standard (London, England), August 27, 1868: 6. British Library Newspapers, Gale Primary 
Sources Database. 

Figure 2.6: “Royal Cyclorama and Music Hall." Examiner (London, 
England), December 23, 1848. 
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2.6). In their prime, the two venues were home to several exhibits of natural curiosities, 

competing with similar disaster displays across the city, including a view of the ruins of Pompeii 

at the Panorama, the eruption of Mt. Etna at the Diorama, and other volcanic eruptions in Surrey 

Gardens. Two decades later, both theatres stood in shambles, as much symbols of failed 

entrepreneurship as they were of natural decay and loss. “It was a scene of utter ruin—cold, 

gloomy, and monotonous—of decay that was foul and repulsive.” This was the sublime dulled, 

dusty, and cliché. Sneaking inside, the correspondent ran his hands over the dusty and moldy 

objects of past shows, recalling the memories of seeing the panorama of “London by Night” and 

the earthquake of Lisbon, which he called as the most “genuine things” in a tacky theatre he 

confessed had been “a perfect storehouse of shams.” Touching the thunder machine associated 

with the earthquake show, he remembered it sounds: 

Not the least remarkable of the effects of the Cyclorama of the Lisbon earthquake was the 
vraisemblance of the thunder, which put to shame all the stage thunder I ever heard. I was 
privileged yesterday to inspect the machinery employed in its manufacture, and can 
testify that it is a really ingenious piece of mechanism.228  
 

There is a possibility that the “ingenious mechanism” was the venue’s apollonicon, an 

extraordinary mechanical organ installed and debuted with the Lisbon earthquake production. 229 

 
228 “The Colosseum,” Standard (London, England), August 27, 1868: 6. 
 
229 Advertisements described the instrument as having “four distinct organs—three manual and one pedal, it has nine 
composition with three coupling movements; great drum, side drum, cymbals and triangles; it has 53 stops, 16 pedal 
movements, and 2,407 pipes.” Morning Post, December 8, 1848, 3. British Library Newspapers, Gale Primary 
Sources Database.  
 
An article in the Glasgow Herald adapted from the Morning Post expanded the instrument’s description: “This 
noble instrument contains contra basi, violoncelli, violini, corni, tromboe, hautbois, clarionette, flauti, piccolo, 
flageolet, &c. &c. It is intended to produce the full effect of a grand orchestra…” “ENGLAND,” Glasgow Herald, 
December 11, 1848. British Library Newspapers, Gale Primary Sources Database. 
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Soon after his report, the cyclorama and the colosseum sold at auction, enjoying a short-lived 

stint as “the Colosseum of Arts and Sciences,” before it was demolished in 1874. 230   

 In its heyday, the Royal Cyclorama performed the Lisbon earthquake four times a day, 

complete with music and visual projections. A surviving souvenir booklet contains engravings of 

the ten projections used to narrate the story of the disaster.231 The first three scenes depicted 

ships on the calm Tagus River, with notable buildings in the background, including Portuguese 

convents, English storehouses, the royal palace, and the homes of various foreign diplomats. 

Scene four showed the grandeur of its main square before cutting back to a fifth image showing 

the Tagus River in turmoil. The sixth and seventh scenes showed ships and their passengers 

caught amid enormous tsunami waves. These maritime images were reminiscent of the 

shipwreck paintings that were still powerful images of the sublime even in the mid-nineteenth 

century. At the same time, depicting a shipwreck was surely easier and far more effective than 

trying to visually represent the tremors of the earth. The final two scenes cut back to the city 

center in ruins, with the second to last image echoing Le Bas’s engraving of the destroyed opera 

house (see Figure 2.7). In the Cyclorama’s version, however, the opera house is small, a fire 

burns in the background, and its people are struggling to climb out of its heaping ruins.  

 
230 For the history of the Royal Colosseum’s inventor see Ralph Hyde, “Thomas Hornor: Pictural land surveyor,” 
The International Journal for the History of Cartography 29,no. 1 (1977): 23-34. 
 
231 Description of the Royal Cyclorama, or Music Hall: Albany Street, Regent’s Park. Opened in 1848. Under the 
Patronage of Her Majesty the Queen, and His Royal Highness Prince Albert. With numerous illustrations of the 

Cyclorama of Lisbon, before and after the earthquake in 1755. Projected and designed by Mr. W. Bradwell 

(London, J. Chisman, 1851). The British Library, Digital Store: RB.31.a.23(2.).  
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Historian of science Bernard Lightman has written on the Victorian appeal for scientific 

exhibitions and entertainment through the performances and exhibitions at the Royal Colosseum 

and Cyclorama.232 Musicologist Sarah Hibberd has also written an extensive article covering the 

music used in the cyclorama’s reenactment of the Lisbon earthquake.233 Through 

contemporaneous discourse on natural science, she argues that the depiction of the Lisbon 

earthquake at the Cyclorama reflected public discourse on the geological nature of disasters. 

More importantly, she demonstrates the role of music in shaping “the spectator’s understanding, 

 
232 Bernard Lightman, “Science in Regent’s Park: The Colosseum,” in Science Museums in Transition: Cultures of 
Display in Nineteenth Century Britain and America, ed. Carin Berkowitz and Bernard Lightman (Pittsburgh: 
University of Pittsburgh Press, 2017), 13-35. 
 
233 Sarah Hibberd, “Principles of Geology and Sensory Experience at London’s Cyclorama,” Nineteenth-Century 
Music 39, no. 2. Music and Science in London and Paris (Fall 2015): 167-183. 
 

Figure 2.7: “No. 9: Ruins of the Opera House. General Ruins of the City.” Description of 
the Royal Cyclorama, or Music Hall…With numerous illustrations of the Cyclorama of 

Lisbon, before and after the earthquake in 1755. Projected and designed by Mr. W. 

Bradwell (London, J. Chisman, 1851). The British Library, Digital Store: RB.31.a.23(2.).  
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both heightening the visceral experience and offering reassurances, mediating between 

knowledge, experience, and the imagination.”234 

 In these performances of the Lisbon earthquake, music for the calm scenes included 

three excerpts from Daniel Auber’s La Muette de Portici and the second movement of 

Beethoven’s Pastoral symphony. Hibberd notes that audiences would have been familiar with the 

finale of Auber’s opera, which ended with the destruction of Portici from an eruption of 

Vesuvius. The music used for the earthquake is not clear; Hibberd proposes that this music was 

most likely an original composition by Mr. Pittman (the apollonicon player for the show), though 

she notes that there are some accounts that mention possible excerpts from Don Giovanni.235 

Starting with the engraving of the destroyed opera house, audiences heard a “prayer,” which she 

suggests was “Dal tu stellate soglio” from Rossini’s Mosé in Egitto, a popular piece among 

London audiences. Such musical choices wove a narrative between the fragmented images. All 

of these familiar excerpts were performed on the “awful instrument,” the apollonicon, whose 

own sonic power, Hibberd suggests, threatened to immerse the audience in the horrors of the 

earthquake.236 

The novelty of the Lisbon earthquake performance quickly wore off, and with it the 

success of the Cyclorama. In its rapid decline, the theatre had gained the nickname 

“Tristisseum,” which perhaps had a double meaning, referring to both the natural tragedies 

depicted inside and the ventue’s many failures. In 1860, an article in Charles Dicken’s All the 

Year Round, discussed the decay of the Tristisseum, criticizing its reliance on tacky reenactments 

 
234 Hibberd, “Principles of Geology and Sensory Experience at London’s Cyclorama,” 168.  
 
235 Hibberd, “Principles of Geology and Sensory Experience at London’s Cyclorama,” 181.  
 
236 Hibberd, “Principles of Geology and Sensory Experience at London’s Cyclorama,” 182.  
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of disaster to attract audience. Proposing several reasons for the decline of the theatre, the writer 

singled out music: 

It may be, also, that the music to which this theatre is accustomed may have aged it 
prematurely; who shall say how its brow—to speak figuratively—may have been 
darkened by the piano alone, which keeps the orchestra together—an instrument which 
has been purchased, regardless of expense by the authorities at the Tristisseum, and 
which is distinguished by being so supernaturally out of tune that it is a subject of 
rejoicing to all persons with nerves that the whole of the other notes are destitute of all 
sound, except that which would be produced by striking a piece of firewood with a knife-
handle.237 
 

The “piano” was likely a reference to the previously mentioned apollonicon, which premiered at 

the opening of the Lisbon Earthquake performances in 1848.  

 The Cyclorama of the Lisbon Earthquake brings to mind a modern example of the 

performance of earthquakes. In 2014 and 2016, the Seismic Sound Lab at Columbia University’s 

Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory produced “SeismoDome,” an educational performance of 

earthquakes at the Hayden Planetarium. Led by the geophysict Ben Holtzman, the production 

combined the sonification of five recent earthquakes—in California, Haiti, Sumatra, Japan and 

Kamchatka—along with visualizations of their seismic waves.238 Similar to the cyclorama, the 

Seismodome was designed as an immersive experience. In order “to optimize the experience in 

the planetarium, the 180-degree fisheye screen corresponds directly to the surface of the Earth, 

such that the audience is inside the planet.”239 Between earthquake “performances,” Holtzman 

 
237 “Our Eye-Witness in Low Spirits,” All the Year Round, February 25, 1860, 2:425-426. Dickens Journals Online, 
accessed through the University of Buckingham, http://www.djo.org.uk/all-the-year-round/volume-ii/page-425.html.  
 
238 Some of these recordings are available online: “Listening to Earthquakes—from Inside the Earth,” Lamont-
Doherty Earth Observatory, Columbia University, Earth Institute, September 23, 2016, 
https://www.ldeo.columbia.edu/news-events/listening-earthquakes-inside-earth; Charles Monroe-Kane, “How to 
Listen to an Earthquake,” The Best of our Knowledge: A Kaleidoscope of Ideas, November 5, 2019, 
https://www.ttbook.org/interview/how-listen-earthquake. 
 
239 B.K. Holtzman et al., “SeismoDome: Sonic and visual representation of earthquakes and seismic waves in the 
planetarium,” abstract, American Geophysical Union, Fall Meeting 2017 (December 2017): 
https://ui.adsabs.harvard.edu/abs/2017AGUFMED11C0136H/abstract. 
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and his colleagues educated audience members on the physics of earthquakes. Although the only 

music came from an aestheticized hearing of these earthquake sounds, the project was born out 

of a musical collaboration. The Seismodome’s sound engineer, Jason Candler, was playing in a 

band with Holtzman when Candler asked, what does an earthquake sound like?  

On the nature of seismic sound, Holtzman said, “these are such complex, intriguing 

sounds, they excite wonder and curiosity in anyone.”240 Much like early modern earthquake 

listeners, researchers at the Seismic Sound Lab are working on developing an “auditory 

seismology,” that works towards understanding the geological meaning behind different seismic 

sounds. In particular, Holtzman argues that the human ears are far better equipped than the eyes 

to make sense of seismic patterns.241 The ability of human ears to differentiate between these 

sounds was the focus of a 2016 study by Arthur Paté, Lapo Boschi, Jean-Loïc Le Carrou, and 

Holtzman.242 Using the sounds of an Oklahoma earthquake, volunteers were asked to group 

together sounds they perceived as “similar.” For these earthquake researchers, seismic sound 

may hold the key to improving our ability to predict these events and to improve our safety 

protocols in the face of disaster. This was a belief echoed by several eighteenth-century 

naturalists, a topic that will be explored in the following chapter.  

 The example of the cyclorama, with its both thunderous and musical representation of the 

Lisbon earthquake, synthesizes several of the points made earlier about the role of music in the 

imagination of disaster. Outside of the Iberian Peninsula and northern Africa, the Lisbon 

 
240 “Listening to Earthquakes—from Inside the Earth,” Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory, Columbia University, 
Earth Institute, September 23, 2016, https://www.ldeo.columbia.edu/news-events/listening-earthquakes-inside-earth. 
 
241 Sarah Fecht, “Seismodome Demonstrates the Awe-Inspiring Intensity of Earthquakes,” Lamont-Doherty Earth 
Observatory, Columbia University, Earth Institute, October 30, 2017, https://www.ldeo.columbia.edu/news-
events/seismodome-demonstrates-awe-inspiring-intensity-earthquakes. 
 
242 Arthur Paté et al., “Categorization of seismic sources by auditory display: A blind test,” International Journal of 
Human-Computer Studies 85 (January 2016): 57-67.  
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earthquake was primarily experienced through written narratives of the disaster. Written 

descriptions of music and visual depictions of the destroyed opera house aestheticized the 

earthquake’s destruction, drawing at times from the norms of theatrical tragedy to imbue the 

disaster with moral significance and sublimity. In the nineteenth century, through the latest in 

stage technology, familiar musical selections served as the narrative glue for the collection of 

fragmented images projected in the theatre. Furthermore, the natural sounds of earthquakes also 

came to coincide with their musical representations, as seen in both Telemann’s Die Donnerode 

and the Cyclorama show. The following chapter explores the moral and scientific significance of 

earthquake sounds themselves, through hearings of an unusual earthquake in Massachusetts that 

occurred two weeks after the Lisbon earthquake. 
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III 

MORALLY SOUND EARTHQUAKES: SEISMIC COLLISIONS AND SONIC 
IMAGINATIONS IN EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY BOSTON 

 
 

How amazing was God’s Voice lately to us from the Bowels of the Earth? 
—Thomas Prentice, 1755243 

 
 
The Earthquake Sounds 
 

Bostonians were startled out of their beds in the early hours of November 18, 1755 by 

what many considered nothing short of a divine visitation. It was an unusually frosty morning 

when just before dawn a formidable earthquake shook the British-American colonies, radiating 

as far north as Nova Scotia and rippling south into the Carolinas. Despite its prolonged duration, 

the earthquake caused little destruction and claimed no human lives. Nevertheless, the 

earthquake and its noise had a profound impact on the senses; its vibrations left remarkably deep 

impressions not on the physical landscape but on the minds and bodies of its observers. In this 

chapter, I argue that American naturalists and Protestant ministers, grasping for a natural or 

moral explanation, drew on their individual experiences of the earthquake and its noise to make 

sense of their shifting landscape. The unusual earthquake arrived during a period of major 

philosophical change throughout the Atlantic World, when the categories of the natural and the 

divine were undergoing drastic refashioning due to emerging geological theories of natural 

process. Despite differing interpretations, the responses of New England ministers and scientific 

thinkers to the earthquake’s sounds demonstrate how even during the Enlightenment period 

conceptions of the natural and the divine were co-constitutive constructions.  

 
243 Thomas Prentice, Observations Moral and Religious, on the late terrible Night of the Earthquake: A Sermon 
preached at the Thursday Lecture in Boston. January 1st 1756 (Boston: Printed by S. Kneeland for D. Henchman, in 
Cornhill, 1756), 19. Early American Imprints. First Series; No. 7768. 
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More importantly, these responses show how listening was important to 

contemporaneous experiences of both God and nature. At its core, this chapter is about the 

multiplicity of listening experiences triggered by this event. New Englanders heard the same 

earthquake in radically different ways and these sonic impressions sparked a proliferation of 

words, spoken and later printed—from American broadsides, to sermons and scientific 

lectures—on the causes of earthquakes. At least twenty-seven publications emerged in this 

intellectual aftermath, the majority being sermons preached and printed in the days that followed. 

Experiences of the earthquake’s sounds are recorded in these documents, providing access into 

the early-American apocalyptic soundscape, a place that existed between the physical and 

imaginary realms, a middle ground forged from conceptions of the natural world, religious 

ideologies, and scientific enlightenment. For most New Englanders, the Boston earthquake 

sparked intense fears for the future.244 “[Earthquakes] are designed to be Warnings to the World, 

that this Day of the Lord is at Hand: It is near, it is near, and it hasteth greatly, when the Heavens 

shall pass away, with a great Noise,” preached the minister Mather Byles on the first Sunday 

after the seismic event.245 In their earthquake sermons, New England ministers interpreted 

subterranean noise as the voice of an angry God, awakening them from their moral complacency 

and alerting them that the end-times were near.  

Naturalists rejected these hearings as superstitious. Instead, scientific ears heard 

subterranean noise as similar to everyday sounds, such as the passing of carts over cobblestone 

 
244 Since the 1960s, this earthquake has commonly been referred to as the Cape Ann Earthquake of 1755, named 
after its presumed epicenter. In this chapter, I have chosen to refer to this earthquake as the Boston Earthquake of 
1755 to instead reflect the way it was discussed in contemporaneous literature.  
 
245 Mather Byles, Divine Power and Anger Displayed in Earthquakes: A Sermon occasioned by the late Earthquake 
in New-England, November 18, 1755. And Preached, the next Lord’s-Day, at Point-Shirley. By Mather Byles, A.M. 

Published at the Pressing Importunity of the Hearers (Boston: S. Kneeland,1755), 26. Eighteenth Century 
Collections Online, Gale Primary Sources Database. 
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streets or the peal of thunder. Rather than considering these spontaneous subterranean eruptions 

as extraordinary events, “scientific” listening supported the theory that earthquakes were 

ordinary natural forces. At the same time, naturalists conceded that God was the creator of the 

earth and its natural processes, and that earthquakes could have a moral purpose. Similarly, 

Protestant ministers found it necessary in their sermons to reconcile scripture with emerging 

scientific discourse. In this chapter, I plumb these printed accounts for descriptions of earthquake 

sounds to examine the ways listening both shaped and was shaped by New England views on 

science, morality, and religion.   

 

The Profound Impact of Little Earthquakes 
 

This dissertation explores the seismic destruction of the colonial and imperial capitals of 

Lima, Lisbon, and Santiago de Guatemala, “great” earthquakes that unquestionably altered the 

political, social, and cultural structures of their empires, and awakened deep-seated anxieties in 

peoples across the Atlantic World over the firmness of the ground beneath their feet. In 

comparison, the earthquake that startled American colonists on the morning of November 18, 

1755, shook little elsewhere. It went unnoticed at a time when global attention was turned almost 

entirely towards the Iberian Peninsula. Meanwhile, New Englanders would know nothing of 

Lisbon’s catastrophic earthquake—which had occurred two weeks earlier—until mid-December. 

News of the European tragedy, however, only fueled American imaginations that the “Great” 

Boston Earthquake was the most extraordinary in history, particularly because every American 

life was miraculously spared.246 

 
246 Prentice, Observations Moral and Religious, 9.  
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Historians have estimate that the Boston earthquake was at most a “strong” 6.2 on the 

modern Richter scale, a relatively minor tremor among an early modern history of disasters 

populated with “major” (7.0+) or “great” (8.0+) earthquakes.247 Nevertheless, as the Boston 

minister Jonathan Mayhew told his congregation, “an earthquake is, in its own nature, awful, and 

terrifying to the mind of men, even tho’, comparatively speaking, it may be small.”248 Historians 

have often overlooked minor rumblings in favor of more destructive episodes; however, this 

chapter demonstrates how seismic eruptions need not be great to have a profound effect on the 

psyche of a particular place. Neither magnitude classifications nor images of physical destruction 

relate the intangible impacts—psychological, physiological, and philosophical—of smaller 

earthquakes. Although the tragedy of losing human lives far exceeds a tremor’s psychological 

toll, the terror caused by the unusual Boston earthquake established it as a major event in the 

lives of New Englanders, and therefore worthy of study.  

 In a dissertation on catastrophic earthquakes, the 1755 Boston Earthquake is a 

compelling case study precisely because it caused little destruction. It was not a disaster that 

required immediate, political action. There was no significant need to rebuild, no dead to bury, 

nor did colonial officials have to devote time and resources to ensuring that their citizens had 

access to basic human necessities. After people had re-shelved their displaced belongings and 

swept away fallen debris, New Englanders were quickly left to contemplate the full meaning of 

this unusual event. Learning of Lisbon’s breath-taking destruction, New Englanders faced a 

moral question: how could their earthquake have been so violent in its shock but benevolent in 

 
247 Earthquakes in the American northeast are a result of intraplate activity. Refer to Rolf Schick, The Little Book of 
Earthquakes and Volcanoes (New York: Springer-Verlag, 2002), 52.  
 
248 Jonathan Mayhew, The Expected Dissolution of all Things, a motive to universal holiness: two sermons preached 
in Boston, N.E., on the Lord's day, Nov. 23, 1755: occasioned by the earthquakes which happened on the Tuesday 

morning, and Saturday evening preceding (Boston: Printed by Edes & Gill, 1755), 57. Sabin Americana: History of 
the Americas, 1500-1926, Gale Primary Sources Database.  
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its destruction? Perhaps, it is this absence of immediate action that allowed these historical 

subjects to focus on their recollection of sound to answer that question. Of this dissertation’s four 

case studies, documentation on the Boston earthquake speaks most directly to the experience of 

hearing subterranean sound. Few scholarly studies, however, have focused on the intellectual 

aftermath of the Boston earthquake, and none highlight the significance of sound in these 

accounts. 249 

This case study provides an opportunity to explore listening practices and auditory 

cultures outside of music and musical spaces. As a musicologist, I bring a unique perspective to 

early modern earthquake science that highlights the importance of natural sound. In examining 

how, in a period prior to the invention of seismographs, an earthquake’s magnitude was 

measured by impressions left on the human body, I consider an approach to listening that 

involves more than just the ears. Earthquakes are multi-sensory events. The physiological 

sensations caused by deep vibrations often cannot be untangled from one another. As Nina Sun 

Eidsheim has argued, “interpreting a sense experience in terms of just one of the physical senses 

cannot take full account of the event’s complexities.”250 My analysis of earthquake experiences 

doubles as a study of the early-American soundscape. Drawing on recent scholarship in sound 

studies and work on materiality and the senses, I examine how sounds of earthquakes continued 

to reverberate in the Protestant imagination well after the ground stopped shaking, reading 

 
249 For historical studies on the Boston 1755 earthquake refer to, Charles Edwin Clark, “Science, Reason, and an 
Angry God: The Literature of an Earthquake.” The New England Quarterly 38, No. 3 (Sept. 1965): 340-362; Maxine 
Van De Wetering, “Moralizing in Puritan Natural Science: Mysteriousness in Earthquake Sermons.” Journal of the 
History of Ideas 43, no. 3 (July-September 1982): 417-438; and Whitney Barlow Robles, “Atlantic Disaster: Boston 
Responds to the Cape Ann Earthquake of 1755,” The New England Quarterly 90, No. 1 (March 2017): 7-35. 
 
250 Nina Sun Eidsheim, Sensing Sound: Singing and Listening as Vibrational Practice (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2015), 1. Her most recent book, The Race of Sound: Listening, Timbre, and Vocality in African American 
Music (Durham: Duke University Press, 2018), makes a strong case for the centrality of listening to the study of any 
sonic event, shifting discussion away from the supposed “nature” of voice.  
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accounts of listening as aural, tactile, and spatial experiences that may present new ways of 

engaging with sound, noise, and music in a historical context.  

This chapter is divided into three sections, each beginning with a different description of 

the Boston earthquake to show the potential for multiple historical approaches to the same 

listening experiences. The first examines New England’s inclination to imagine Judgement Day 

through the sounds of the 1755 earthquake by examining earlier tremors that rattled the British-

American colonies. I focus specifically on how an earlier earthquake in 1727 shifted Protestant 

understandings of divine cause and influenced religious practices that encouraged listening. The 

second section delves into theological poems and sermons on the earthquake to show how sound 

served as material evidence of God’s agency in nature. The last part explores scientific 

observations of the earthquake’s sounds, centering around the Harvard professor John Winthrop 

and his experience of aftershocks to demonstrate how listening shaped his seismological 

theories. In analyzing published materials, I explore how perceptions of earthquake sounds were 

more than uncanny sonic experiences; they were the gateway into the worlds of the imagined, the 

real, and the re-imagined. Through recollections of subterranean sound, New Englanders 

reevaluated the natural-spiritual order of their physical surroundings and imagined the future 

soundscape of a post-apocalyptic world. 
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Early-American Apocalyptic Soundscapes 
 
 
Thou shall be visited of the Lord of Hosts with Thunder, and with Earthquake, and great Noise, 

with Storm and Tempest, and the flame of devouring Fire.  
—Isaiah 29:6 

 
A “great noise” accompanied a series of “violent concussions, jerks and wrenches” on the 

morning of November 18, 1755.251 Clocks stopped, wells and water pumps ran dry, and the 

weathervane atop Faneuil-Hall Market snapped clear off its pine stake.252 Amid the earthquake’s 

prolific roars, several people imagined hearing the sound of apocalyptic trumpets, instruments 

destined to announce the second coming of Christ. 253 By the end of the minute-long ordeal, close 

to 1500 chimneys laid twisted, mangled, and strewn across Boston’s cobblestone streets (Figure 

3.1). A lack of physical devastation in the colonial capital, however, did not quell imaginations 

of cataclysmic scenes lying just beyond Boston’s limits. There were rumors that off the coast of 

Cape Ann fishermen saw several mass graves of fish, insisting that not even the whales had 

escaped destruction.254 Reports of tremendous chasms opening up in New Hampshire led to 

concerns that the country towns of Newington and Pembroke would soon disappear into the 

groaning earth.255 To the south, an unidentified hill on Cape Cod was said to have split in half 

 
251 Mayhew, “Appendix: Containing a more particular account of the late terrible Earthquake, than has yet been 
published among us,” in The Expected Dissolution of all Things, 1.  
 
252 John Winthrop, A Lecture on Earthquakes; Read in the Chapel of Harvard-College in Cambridge, N.E. 
November 26th 1755. On Occasion of the great earthquake which shook New-England the week before. By John 

Winthrop, Esq; Hollisian Professor of the Mathematics and Philosophy at Cambridge, Published by the general 

desire of that Society (Boston: Edes and Gill, 1755), 11. 
 
253 Boston Gazette (Boston, Massachusetts), no. 35, December 1, 1755: [1]. America's Historical Newspapers, 
Readex: A Division of NewsBank Database. 
 
254 Mayhew, “Appendix,” in The Expected Dissolution of all Things, 5.  
 
255 John Winthrop disputed this report in his published lecture: “I have received undoubted intelligence of ‘a 
prodigious chasm made in the ground at Newington in New-Hampshire, of 60 rods length, and 2 feet for breadth,’ is 
a pure fiction.” The impression was made by the force of a fallen stone fence. Winthrop, A Lecture on Earthquakes, 
17.  
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and stood “yawning in a hideous manner.” Still other portions of the famous peninsula were 

suspected to have sunk completely, lost forever.256  

 

 

 

 

In actuality the physical landscape of the northeast remained largely unchanged. Within a 

few days, it became clear that their earthquake, though loud and terrifying, was not the bible’s 

prophesized destroyer of the world. Nevertheless, the absence of physical damage gave the 

experience of subterranean noise a stronger and longer lasting impression in the Protestant 

imagination. Many New England ministers believed God had spoken to them that morning 

through the vibrations. The purpose of the subterranean roar, Protestant ministers reasoned, was 

to make human ears once again more perceptive to His subtler messages, scripture spoken aloud 

 
256 Mayhew, “Appendix,” in The Expected Dissolution of all Things, 4.  
 

Figure 3.1: Woodcut from the broadside "Earthquakes Improved: Or Solemn 
warning to the world; by the tremendous earthquake which happen’d on 
Tuesday morning the 18th of November 1755” (Boston: J. Green, 1755). 
Boston Public Library. 



 

 122 

from pulpits around the northeast. “Is it not more desirable to hear CHRIST speaking to us in 

milder way of his Gospel…than by earthquakes?” preached the Bostonian minister Thomas 

Prentice.257 To many, the earthquake was a reminder that Judgement Day loomed near, sparking 

deep reflection on matters of the eternal soul. The Boston Gazette wrote, “Indeed, if any Thing 

will [a]rouze a sleeping World, and awaken the Attention to Things of eternal Moment—if any 

Thing short of the Sound of the last Trumpet—an Earthquake must—such an earthquake as we 

felt the last Tuesday Morning.”258  

Before delving into the sonic significance of the 1755 earthquake, we must first 

understand the history behind the tendencies of American colonialists to imagine apocalyptic 

images and sounds, beginning with the founding of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Identifying 

themselves as the modern-day Israelites from the Old Testament, early Puritans saw themselves 

as entering into a covenant with God when they established Boston in 1630 as the “City upon the 

Hill.” This would be the future site of the Promised Land, reborn out of the ashes of the 

conflagration, the divine flame that would consume both heaven and earth on Judgment Day.259 

For settlers, Massachusetts was not only a British colony on the imperial margins. At the end of 

the world, God’s final judgment would ring out from atop their little hill, His voice setting into 

 
257 Prentice, Observations Moral and Religious, 19.  
 
258 Boston Gazette (Boston, Massachusetts), no. 34, November 24, 1755: [1]. America's Historical Newspapers, 
Readex: A Division of NewsBank Database. 
 
259 For more on the establishment of “New Jerusalem” in British America, see Francis J. Bremer, Building a New 
Jerusalem: John Davenport, a Puritan in Three Worlds (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012); Philip Gorski, 
American Covenant: A History of Civil Religion from the Puritans to the Present. (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2017).  
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motion universal destruction. New Englanders alone would escape the terrors of the Last 

Judgment to populate a new world reborn from the ashes.260 

Little did the original colonists know they had chosen to establish their New Jerusalem 

atop a spiderweb of delicate fault lines that spawned minor tremors on a regular basis.261 

Although the majority of these early tremors were barely perceptible, Puritans considered them 

to be the first fractures of the physical world, the beginning of the “dissolution of all things,” in 

the words of one minister.262 As was common in seventeenth-century European understandings 

of natural disaster, early settlers considered destructive earthquakes to be physical manifestations 

of the Devil’s mischief. The writings of the New England minister Cotton Mather (1663-1728) 

reflect this association.  

In 1693, fifty years after Boston’s establishment, earthquakes and witches threatened the 

sanctity of Boston’s spiritual kingdom. Mather, who had inherited his father’s enthusiasm for 

preaching apocalyptic sermons, drew on the mania surrounding the Salem witch trials to stoke 

the flames of New England’s imagination. Wary that the turn of the century might bring with it 

the Lord’s final judgment, Mather published The Wonders of the Invisible World (1693), a book 

 
260 For literature on New England’s apocalyptic sentiments, see Stephen J. Stein “Transatlantic extensions: 
apocalyptic in early New England” in The Apocalypse in English Renaissance Thought and Literature, ed. C.A. 
Patrides and Joseph Wittreich (Dover: Manchester University Press, 1984), 266-298. 
 
261 Historical reports of earthquakes in the region extend back to the 1500s. The first seismographs were introduced 
in the early 1900s, but it was not until the 1970s that a regional seismic network was implemented on the northern-
east coast. Unlike the famous seismic collisions that occur between tectonic plates, these are “intraplate 
earthquakes,” but due to the challenge of studying the interiority of a plate, significant research is still required to 
determine why the northeast quakes. Although New England is not likely to ever experience a catastrophic 
earthquake, these rumblings do have the potential to cause severe infrastructural damage. The Weston Observatory 
at Boston College continues to monitor seismic activity in the area. Their “New England Real-Time Earthquake 
Monitor” can be accessed at http://aki.bc.edu/quakes_recent.htm.  
 
262 The Expected Dissolution of all Things is the title to Jonathan Mayhew’s published set of earthquake sermon.  
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that linked the sudden appearance of witches to a more global phenomenon.263 “The Devil is 

come down,” he preached, for “…he knows he has but a short time.”264 Amid anecdotal criteria 

for spotting witches, he discussed two “extraordinary woes” that would plague the world in its 

final days. Drawing on reports of recent tremors in Italy and Asia, the first of these “woes” 

would be a global increase in earthquake happenings, forces whose nature he attributed to the 

built-up energy of the devil’s presence on earth. This was a physical side effect from the second 

“woe,” the influx in “preternatural operations,” most notable from the number of people being 

“bewitched, possessed and obsessed by infernal fiends.” 265  

Earthquakes may seem an unusual preoccupation for a New England preacher engrossed 

with the persecution of witches. In the process of writing his book, however, he had experienced 

a “heartquake” upon hearing the news of a devastating earthquake in Port Royal, Jamaica. The 

disaster had eradicated nearly half of the island’s total population, leaving the frequently traveled 

port city in extreme economic disarray.266 In a letter to his uncle, the minister wrote that the 

Caribbean tragedy spoke to all of English-America, not least because New England souls had 

 
263 Mather calculated that there were 2,300 years between the “decree for the restoring of Jerusalem after the 
Babylonish Captivity” which occurred 500 or 600 years prior to the resurrection of Jesus.” Cotton Mather, The 
Wonders of the Invisible World: being an Account of the Tryals of Several Witches Lately Executed in New-England. 

And of Several Remarkable Curiosities Therein Occurring (London: Printed First at Boston in New-England, and 
Reprinted at London for John Dunton, 1693), 40.  
 
264 Mather, The Wonders of the Invisible World, 42.  
 
265 Mather also attributed violent storms to the Devil, noting that thunder struck churches more frequently than other 
buildings. The Invisible World, 53.  
 
266 On June 7, 1692, an earthquake-tsunami decimated Jamaica, significantly damaging the English port city of Port-
Royal. For a historical study of this earthquake, refer to Ben Hughes, Apocalypse 1692: Empire, Slavery, and the 
Great Port Royal Earthquake (Yardley: Westholme Publishing, 2017). For an eighteenth-century report, the Boston 
minister Thomas Prince in his book An Improvement of the Doctrine of Earthquakes (1755) provided an extended 
imagination of the Jamaica disaster, including a description of the “hideous noises” of mountains collapsing. 
Thomas Prince, An Improvement of the Doctrine of Earthquakes, being the works of God and Tokens of his just 
Displeasure. Containing an Historical Summary of the most remarkable Earthquakes in New-England, from the first 

Settlement of the English here, as also in other Parts of the World since 1666 (Boston: D. Fowle, 1755), 9-11.  
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also perished in the disaster.267 Noting a global uptake in seismic activity, he warned the readers 

of his book: “be assured, my Neighbors the Earthquakes are not over yet!”268  

The turn of the eighteenth century did not deliver on Mather’s promise of fire and 

brimstone. Instead, the first decades brought prosperity to the colonies through new economic 

interests that cooled the fervor of early-Puritan devotion.269 Apocalyptic sentiments also started 

to wane, but only until the fall of 1727, when, four months prior to Mather’s death, the old 

preacher’s predictions seemed on the verge of realization. In the dark morning hours of October 

29, an earthquake with unprecedented strength shook the entirety of the northeast coast, 

prompting widespread panic that spilled across printing presses in a wave of sermons on the 

matter. This was the strongest earthquake to hit the region since European colonization, and it 

dramatically shifted the way colonists conceptualized the preternatural forces behind seismic 

activity, and the way they experienced earthquakes as sound.    

In the early age of colonization, Europeans considered earthquakes to be the worst kind 

of disaster to befall a city. According to historian Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra, natural disasters in 

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were considered the Devil’s attempts to prevent the 

Christianization of indigenous New World territories.270 Colonial expansion partially lifted the 

superstitious veil that clouded earthquake science, revealing regions where these “natural evils” 

 
267 Cotton Mather, “Cotton Mather to His Uncle John Cotton on a Recent Execution of Witches and an Earthquake 
in Jamaica,” in Letters of a Nation: A Collection of Extraordinary American Letters, ed. Andrew Carrol (New York: 
Kodansha International, 1998), 8. 
 
268 Emphasis in the original. Mather, The Wonders of the Invisible World, 61.  
 
269 For more on this shift, refer to Bernard Bailyn, The New England Merchants in the Seventeenth Century 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979); Wallace W. Marshall, Puritanism and Natural Theology (Eugene: 
Pickwick Publications, 2016). 
 
270 Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra, “Demonology and Nature,” in Puritan Conquistador: Iberianizing the Atlantic, 1550-
1700 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2006), 120-177.  
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were ordinary occurrences. Previous chapters have shown how western Europe in the mid-

eighteenth century was moving toward an understanding of earthquakes as natural disasters. 

English-America, however, doubled down on the spiritual significance of their seismic 

disturbances, both in 1727 and later in 1755. Rather than accept their unfortunate settlement on 

tremor-prone lands, American colonists believed their tremors were “extraordinary” forces that 

originated not in the bowels of the earth, but from a divine source. However, they interpreted the 

1727 earthquake not as the Devil transgressing the boundaries of their sacred sanctuary, as 

Mather had proposed in 1692 of earthquakes occurring in distant places, but rather as benevolent, 

though firm, reminders from God to His covenant people to renew the fervor of their religious 

devotion. “The Voice of the glorious God crying to this City in his earthquake…the Cry is 

Reformation!” Mather preached in his earthquake sermon.271 It is important to note, however, 

that this shift occurred only after New England experienced the strong seismic potential of their 

own environment.  

The non-fatal shock had the immediate effect of “awakening” religious vigor throughout 

the colonies. As dawn broke on the morning of October 29, the bells of Old North Church in 

 
271 Cotton Mather, The Terror of the Lord: Some Account of the Earthquake that shook New-England in the night 
between 29 and 30 of October 1727. With a Speech made unto Inhabitants of Boston who assembled the next 

morning, for the proper exercise of religion, on so uncommon, and so tremendous an occasion (Boston: Printed by 
T. Fleet, for S. Kneeland, 1727), 17.  Eighteenth Century Collections Online, Gale Primary Sources Database.   
 
It is interesting to compare Cotton Mather’s sonic interpretation with his father’s 1706 publication on earthquakes. 
Inspired by a pair of earthquakes in 1705, Increase Mather preached on the divine power of seismic activity. He did 
not, however, make any comparisons between subterranean sound and the voice of God. Increase Mather, A 
Discourse concerning Earthquakes, occasioned by the Earthquakes which were in New-England, in the Province of 

Massachusets-Bay, June 16. And in Conecticot-Colony, June 22. 1705. Also in Two Sermons, shewing, that Sin is 

the Greatest Evil; and that to redeem Time is the greatest Wisdom (Boston: Timothy Green, for Benjamin Eliot, 
1706). 
 
Increase Mather did, however, use the vocal metaphor in the title of an earlier sermon, written in response to the 
“Great Storm of 1703,” but again sound does not appear to be central to his main interpretation of this unusual 
event. Increase Mather, The Voice of God, in Stormy Winds. Considered, in Two Sermons, occasioned by the 
Dreadful and Unparallel’d Storm, in the European Nations. November 27, 1703 (Boston: Timothy Green, for 
Benjamin Eliot, 1704). 
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Boston rang out calling people forth for religious exercises.272 Meeting-houses across the 

Merrimack valley followed suit, and were quickly filled beyond capacity with sinners looking to 

make themselves right with God, lest they be caught unprepared a second time. Amid the 

morning’s grand assembly, a minister preached on the divine impressions the earthquake left on 

Protestant bodies. Cotton Mather published an account of the anonymous preacher’s charismatic 

sermon: 

He thought that if ever he did preach the word IN SEASON, he should now do so, by 
taking the present SEASON to render the voice of the Glorious GOD, in the 
EARTHQUAKE, while it was yet scarce over, articulate and intelligible unto the 
Hearers: ‘Twould be Emphatically, A WORD IN SEASON. And he hop’d, that hearts 
made soft by the ALMIGHTY troubling of them with the occurrences of the Night 
before, would be more likely than ever, to receive Good Impressions, and be molded into 
durable Resolutions of Godliness; Yea, that as the primitive outpouring of the Holy 
SPIRIT, was attended with an Earthquake, so the EARTHQUAKE would now be 
attended with such an outpouring of the Holy SPIRIT as would make an Holy, and so an 
Happy People.273 
 

Reacting to the morning’s earthquake, the minister preached on the importance of listening 

enthusiastically to scripture. Furthermore, he determined the earthquake was sent to prepare 

Protestant hearts to receive God’s wisdom. In response, he asked congregants to match the 

earthquake with a similar “outpouring” of their religious devotion. This call to “outpour” 

foreshadowed evangelical practices during the Great Awakening, a revival movement of the 

1730s and 1740s that promoted spiritual engagement “through the passions of the heart” rather 

than the mind. In the decade that followed, evangelicals encouraged their congregants to 

embrace the Holy Spirit in their hearts, to feel its divine power inside them, and to allow it to 

manifest itself outwardly through visible reactions on their bodies. 

 
272 Cotton Mather, The Terror of the Lord, 2.  
 
273 Cotton Mather, The Terror of the Lord, 3.  
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With the 1727 earthquake, many colonists felt, for the first time, an enigmatic force that 

was as physical as it was invisible, leading many to experience it as a rare manifestation of God’s 

true power. The experience was an intensely religious one, leaving many Protestants desirous to 

feel divine power through other means. As such, the earthquake, in voicing something long 

considered to be invisible, encouraged the listening and feeling of things in the spiritual 

imagination. For the next two decades, ministers would turn to eschatological scripture to 

recreate the sublime terror of that seismic experience and its physical repercussions on the body. 

  

The “Great Awakening” of Earthquakes in the Body 

Although sight is often considered the favored sense of the Enlightenment period, when it 

came to knowing God, good Christians were expected to hear and feel but not see his presence. 

The cornerstone of revivalist ideology during the Great Awakening was the belief that the Holy 

Spirit was visible through the agitations of a pious body. To be one of God’s chosen few, it was 

not enough for a person to name Christ as his/her savior and to be baptized in the church.274 To 

be known to Him, one had to know Him, and this meant physical embodying His presence. 

Accounts of spiritual gatherings from the period were filled with descriptions of boisterous 

congregants loudly attesting to being filled by the Holy Spirit.  

During the Great Awakening, the bodies of radical evangelicals trembled at the sound of 

ministers preaching the Gospel. Clapping, shouting, shrieks, and cries accompanied tremulous 

fits and feverish visions. These rapturous displays of divine pain and pleasure were encouraged 

behaviors inside meeting-houses throughout the northern colonies. Historian Leigh Eric Schmidt 

 
274 For more on the principles of the Great Awakening, refer to Frank Lambert, Inventing the “Great Awakening,” 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999).  
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describes the revivalist movement as a noisy one, highlighting the ways listening structured how 

people practiced and communicated their faith.275 The “hearing of things” audible, however, led 

to the “hearing of things” in the imagination and the seeing of things usually invisible. A 

prominent example of this practice was the 1736 publication of An account of some Spiritual 

Experiences and Rapturous and Pious Expressions of Elisabeth Mixer, a book that tells the 

experiences of a deacon’s daughter in the town of Ashford, Massachusetts. Before various 

witnesses, Mixer recounted aloud several visions as she experienced them in real time. In her 

vision of the Last Judgement, she heard the earth’s thunderings, the last trumpet call, and the 

angels singing during the Rapture. “Oh! …How the Saints and Angels praise GOD,” she 

exclaimed. “Oh! Heavenly Melody. Oh! How they sing Hallelujah to God and the Lamb! O that 

you could hear them!”276  

Mixer’s visions were published with the express purpose “to excite and stir up People to 

seek the Lord and the manifestations of His special Love and Favour.”277 While her own account 

focused on the visual aspects of her spiritual experience, I underscore her hearing of apocalyptic 

sounds. Trembling begot trumpet calls begot divine music. Her experience demonstrated not 

only the willingness of New Englanders to hear apocalyptic sounds, but specifically the potential 

of tremors of the body to induce those sonic imaginations. Mixer’s hearing of these sounds, 

which she narrated aloud as they occurred, was seen as proof of God’s invisible hand acting 

 
275 Leigh Eric Schmidt, Hearing Things: Religion, Illusion, and the American Enlightenment (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 2000).  
 
276 Elisabeth Mixer and James Hale, An Account of Some Spiritual Experiences and Rapturous and Pious 
Expressions of Elisabeth Mixer: Daughter of Deacon John Mixer and Abigail Mixer, (all Now Dwelling in Suffield,) 

on June 28, MDCCXX, and at Sundry Other times Experienced and Expressed by Her; Together, with the Relation 

She Gave of What God Had Done for Her Soul, in Order to Her Admission into the Church of Christ in 

Ashford…with a Preface by the Rd. Mr. James Hale (N. London: Printed & Sold by T. Green, 1736), 4.  
 
277 Mixer, “Preface” in An Account of Some Spiritual Experiences and Raptures. 
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upon her soul. This line of reasoning would later reappear after the 1755 earthquake, when 

subterranean noise was heard as evidence of divine agency in the natural world.  

By the 1740s, anti-revivalists criticized revivalist gatherings for resembling too much like 

theatrical spectacles. It had become fashionable to preach frightful, apocalyptic sermons with the 

purpose of stirring “bodily agitations” among listeners. Critics of these practices questioned the 

authenticity of these physical reactions. Among the most outspoken was the anti-revivalist 

Charles Chauncy (1705-1787), who condemned preachers for cultivating an artificial sense of 

terror among the community. A person’s physiological response to fear, was not evidence of the 

Holy Spirit, he argued, but rather “a mechanical impression on animal nature.”278 Terror was not 

a suitable tactic for promoting lifelong devotion as fears only temporarily “astonish the 

imagination rather than possess the mind of a reasonable conviction of these awful truths of 

God.”279 Chauncy argued that only God’s terrors could enlighten the inner recesses of the mind. 

He questioned how men who had been “frightened into shrieks and fits” by words alone would 

respond to the real and sublime terror of “the terrible clap of thunder, or the shock of an 

earthquake.”280  

 
278 Charles Chauncy, Seasonable Thoughts on the State of Religion in New-England: A Treatise in Five Parts. I. 
Faithfully Pointing out the Things of a Bad and Dangerous Tendency, in the Late, and Present, Religious 

Appearance, in the Land. II. Representing the Obligations Which Lie upon the Pastors of These Churches in 

Particular, and upon All in General, to Use Their Endeavours to Suppress Prevailing Disorders; with the Great 

Danger of a Neglect in so Important a Matter. III. Opening, in Many Instances, Wherein the Discouragers of 

Irregularities Have Been Injuriously Treated. IV. Shewing What Ought to Be Corrected, or Avoided, in Testifying 

against the Evil Things of the Present Day. V. Directing Our Thot's More Positively, to What May Be Judged the 

Best Expedients, to Promote Pure and Undefiled Religion in These Times. : With a Preface Giving an Account of the 

Antinomians, Familists and Libertines, Who Infected These Churches, above an Hundred Years Ago: Very Needful 

for These Days; the like Spirit, and Errors, Prevailing Now as Did Then. The Whole Being Intended, and 

Calculated, to Serve the Interest of Christ's Kingdom (Boston: Printed by Rogers and Fowle, for Samuel Eliot in 
Cornhill, 1743), 80.  
 
279 Chauncy, Seasonable Thoughts, 109. 
 
280 Ibid.   
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That earthquake arrived twelve years later, on November 18, 1755. 

In the days that followed the November 18th earthquake, Chauncy saw in the earthquake 

an opportunity to revisit his views on the difference between physiological and enlightened 

human responses to terror. In his earthquake sermon, he preached “even the dumb creatures are 

affected with a kind of horror, and very significantly express it by their dolorous roars, tho’ not 

modulated into articulate sounds.”281 His description of the reaction of animals may have 

implicitly conjured up sonic recollections of the shouting and shrieking that had characterized 

evangelical worship less than a decade earlier. Embedded within his statement on the sounds of 

primal fears was what he considered an appropriate verbal response to the event. Articulating 

ideas of terror with words, not through unintelligible grunts and cries, separated the human 

response from the animalistic one, and, more implicitly stated, the pious Christian from the 

crazed fanatic. Chauncy’s statements further implied a move towards disciplining the body’s 

primal response to terrors, so that fear did not negate the moral sublimity of divine events. Later 

in this chapter, I explore how scientific thinkers after the 1755 earthquake would also place great 

value on first-person accounts by people who attested to a fortitude of mind during the 

earthquake, allowing them to describe the earth’s vibrations in objective terms.  

There was a marked difference between religious reactions to the 1727 and the 1755 

earthquake. If the Protestant reaction to the earlier earthquake could be characterized by religious 

practices that emphasized the embodiment of the Holy Spirit, experiencers of the 1755 

earthquake were far more concerned with reconciling the occurrence of a second earthquake with 

emerging naturalist theories. Nevertheless, religious practices of the Great Awakening 

 
281 Charles Chauncy, Earthquakes a Token of the Righteous Anger of God: A Sermon Preached at the Old-Brick-
Meeting-House in Boston, the Lord's-Day after the Terrible Earthquake, Which Suddenly Awoke Us out of Our 

Sleep in the Morning of the 18th of November, 1755. By Charles Chauncy, D.D. One of the Pastors of the First 

Church in Said Town. (Boston: Edes and Gill, 1755), 6.  
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encouraged New England ears to anticipate apocalyptic sounds which contributed to the 

importance of the 1755 earthquake as a major sonic event in early America. The following 

section explores the ways ministers drew on recollections of earthquake sounds to remind their 

congregants of God’s agency in all aspects of the natural world.  

 
 
Religious Science and Sonic Cultures of Preaching 
 

What the earthquake means, and what the great noise attending it, none of you who have 
so lately felt the one, and heard the other, can want any Description. All therefore I shall 
do here, is briefly to assert a divine agency in this event; and then consider it under the 
idea of a divine visitation.  

—Thomas Foxcroft, Observations Moral and Religious282 

 
 

 “Shaded fields” in still repose, “undimpled seas,” rivers murmured softly, and “twinkling 

stars” winked across the cloudless sky. These were some of the opening images from a lengthy 

poem by the Bostonian minister Mather Byles memorializing the 1755 earthquake.283 He 

described an evening that had been so astonishingly serene. Not the slightest breeze disturbed the 

“solemn silence” of that midnight hour. “All at once, Great GOD!” The frame of heaven and 

earth shook from the force of “ten thousand terrors.” The divine sound of a trumpet’s “silver 

accents” pierced through the terrible noise, as devouring flames suddenly descended from the 

heavens. At once everything fell silent as the “Godhead” called out across the ruins, “Curst 

 
282 Thomas Foxcroft, The Earthquake, a Divine Visitation: A Sermon Preached to the Old Church in Boston, 
January 8, 1756 : Being a Day of Publick Humiliation and Prayer, throughout the Province of the Massachusetts-

Bay in New-England : Upon Occasion of the Repeated Shock of an Earthquake on This Continent, and the Very 

Destructive Earthquakes and Inundations in Divers Parts of Europe, All in the Month of November Last (Boston: S. 
Kneeland and T. Rand), 27. Emphasis in the original.  
 
283 Mather Byles, Poems: The Conflagration, applied to that grand period or catastrophe of our world, when the 
face of nature is to be changed by a deluge of fire, as formerly it was by that of water: the God of tempest and 

earthquake (Boston: D. Fowle and Z. Fowle, 1755). Sabin Americana, History of the Americas, 1500-1926, Gale 
Primary Sources Database. 
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earth!…Perish in flames, refine, and rise anew!” In response volcano tops bursted with lava, 

hurricanes ravaged the land, and the eternal mountains bowed at their base. In describing the 

cacophony of destruction, the poet could muster no artful expression, “But O! what sounds are 

able to convey the wild confusion of the dreadful day!” From the ashes of the destroyed earth 

emerged a new, harmonious nature. Only God’s true believers were reborn out of the hell fire to 

live in this eternal paradise. Birds tested their “melodious voice” and “anthems divine” emitted 

from every harp. The happy survivors joined in the music of this new nature, adding the “sweet 

accents” of their lyres to the tuneful hallelujahs rising from the “bright chorus of the future 

skies.”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   

Poetic interpretations of the earthquake, such as Byles’ poem titled The Conflagration, 

blurred experience with imagination and observations of the present with fears for the future. At 

the nexus was a reimagined New-England soundscape. By superimposing hurricanes from the 

Caribbean islands and volcanoes from Italy and South America overtop the idyllic American 

countryside, Byles’ poem drew from the world’s most terrifying natural phenomena to fully 

express the sublimity of an earthquake with the force of “ten thousand terrors.” In his sonic re-

imagination, the minister blended familiar natural noise—the sound of thunder and roaring sea 

waves—with the sounds of hurricanes and volcanoes, unknown to most New Englanders but 

well imagined through popular travelogues penned by European explorers (see Chapter 1). These 

natural sounds combined with the unnatural and divine sound of the “last trumpet” invoked in 

apocalyptic scripture. Byles’ poetic retelling of the Boston earthquake reflects how on the 

morning of November 18 Protestants were forced to confront both their own mortality and that 

of the natural world, imagining how Judgement Day might sound similar to what they had just 

experienced.  
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Protestant views on the divine agency of the natural world are embedded in the sonic 

imagery of Byles’ poem, which also marks important differences between the sound and the 

music of nature. In Byles’s poem, the earthquake’s impact elided with the exact moment God 

issued his final command. It was the sheer force of His voice that caused the earth to recoil. The 

world’s noisy gasps, which represented the collapse of natural and societal order, also marked 

the loss of nature’s musicality. No poet could describe the horrid sounds emitting from beneath 

the surface, a sentiment shared by eighteenth-century earthquake writers across the global 

Atlantic (see Introduction). Another interpretation may be that in hearing the materiality of the 

earth’s core, the listener confronted a raw nature that was not inherently musical. Within the 

context of eighteenth-century aesthetics, Byles’ contrast between the cacophony of a dying earth 

and his vision of a musical Promise Land is striking. Like people, string instruments were also 

“reborn” during the Rapture—the eschatological event where God’s true believers would receive 

their newly resurrected bodies—to aid in the holy consecration of a new natural order. Despite 

the divine musical agents historically charged with doing Christian work—heavenly angels, 

divine and earthly instruments, human singers and musicians—God’s own voice appeared to be 

unmusical and painful to the human and natural ear. The power of his voice was purely acoustic, 

a raw power capable only of creating and destroying. It was his musical servants that maintained 

the everyday natural order.  

Byles’ interpretation of God as creator and destroyer, but not maintainer of order, shared 

similarities with naturalist thinkers who believed that God created the world to operate through 

autonomous natural processes. In fact, Byles’ generation of New England ministers were not 

opposed to scientific theories on nature; they considered empirical science and its foundation in 

sensory observation as useful for promoting religious devotion. By the mid-eighteenth century, 
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most American ministers believed that God governed the world through both natural causes and 

supernatural interventions. They were deeply influenced by natural theology, a religious 

philosophy that favored using reason and rationality, rather than supernatural explanations, to 

prove the existence of God.284  

As the following section of this chapter explores, emerging scientific ontologies of nature 

were firmly rooted in an epistemology of the senses. The Enlightenment was a period in which 

the visual and tactile observations of natural scientists were steadily revealing the mysteries of 

the natural world. New England Protestantism was also invested in a knowledge system based in 

the senses, with the Great Awakening encouraging individuals to know God through their own 

sensory faculties. As such, it is not entirely surprising that American theologians welcomed 

natural science, which they saw as only bolstering proof of God’s sovereignty over the entire 

natural order.285 As natural scientists cataloged all that was visible, their work revealed the 

glorious design and wisdom of God’s creation. At the same time, this process also highlighted 

certain invisible forces, such as earthquakes and thunder, that seemed to defy scientific 

observation, but which asserted their presence through sound. Ministers argued that these 

unknowable forces laid beyond the capabilities of human rationality. 

At the same time, theologians relied heavily on scientific theories of earthquakes to fuel a 

productive fear for the end-times. We can see this in Byles’ poem, whose title alludes to 2 Peter 

3:10, a verse that predicts that a ball of flames will consume the earth in the apocalyptic event 

commonly referred to in religious literature as the Great Conflagration. Earthquake science of the 

 
284 For a history of natural theology that extends back to antiquity, see Russel Re Manning, John Hedley Brooke, and 
Fraser Watts, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Natural Theology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).  
285 For more on natural theology in early America, refer to Marshall, Puritanism and Natural Theology; E. Brooks 
Holifield, Theology in America: Christian Thought from the Age of the Puritans to the Civil War (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2003); Russell Re Manning, “Protestant Perspectives on Natural Theology” in Oxford Handbook 
to Natural Theology, 197-212.  
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period supported this theory. Early seismological theories by seventeenth-century European 

philosophers, such as Athanasius Kircher, were based in observations of the volcanoes Etna, 

Vesuvius, and Hekla (Iceland).286 Arguing that the earth’s insides were made up of hollow 

caverns and passages, they theorized that earthquakes were caused by subterranean fires ignited 

by sulfurous vapors trapped underground. This supported the Christian belief that a catastrophic 

earthquake would pierce the earth’s crust to unleash the “flame of devouring fire.”287 

There was a major flaw in this geological theory of subterranean fire. Colonial expansion 

had revealed areas (like New England) leagues away from any “burning mountain” that shook 

anyways. Many started to doubt the theory of subterranean fire, considering the cause of 

earthquakes to be far more complex than previously imagined.288 “Naturalists are divided…” 

began a 1737 column in the Virginia Gazette, “…some ascribe [earthquakes] to water, to fire, 

and others to air; and all of ‘em with some appearance of reason.”289 As other natural theories 

emerged, theologians also entertained new natural causes for the Great Conflagration. This can 

be noted in the preface to Byles’s poem which included an excerpt from an entry in the New 

Dictionary of Arts and Sciences for “conflagration.” This excerpt emphasized the debate between 

natural scientists and theologists over the originating source of this mysterious flame:  

 
286 William C. Parcell, “Signs and symbols in Kircher’s Mundus Subterraneus,” in The Revolution in Geology from 
the Renaissance to the Enlightenment, ed. Gary D. Rosenberg (Boulder: Geological Society of America, 2009), 63-
74. 
 
287 A curious postscript in a report on fire experiments published in Philosophical Transaction eludes to the possible 
utility of this research to theologists: “How far this Communication…will account for the Rise or Continuance of 
burning Vulcans, or even the Great Conflagration of the World, I leave to their Consideration.” Frederick Slare, 
“Account of some experiments relating to the production of fire and flame, together with an explosion made by the 
mixture of two liquors actually cold,” Philosophical Transactions, Royal Society 18, no. 213 (London 1694): 218, 
https://doi.org/10.1098/rstl.1694.0041. 
 
288 Winthrop, A Lecture on Earthquakes, 6. 
 
289 “Causes of Earthquakes,” Virginia Gazette (Williamsburg, Virginia), no. 78, January 27, 1737: [1]. America's 
Historical Newspapers, Readex: A Division of NewsBank Database. 
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…divines will have it take its rise from a miracle, as a fire from heaven; but philosophers 
contend for its being produced from natural causes: some think an eruption of the central 
fire sufficient for the purpose; others look for the cause in the atmosphere…others from 
the near approach of a comet in its return from the sun.290 
 

The inclusion of this entry is a curious addition, perhaps an addendum on the part of the 

publication’s editor, because Byles’s theory of the conflagration, revealed in his earthquake 

sermon, seemed to hold fast to the older scientific model. In Divine Power and Anger Displayed 

in Earthquakes, the minister argued for the existence of underground storages of “sulfurous and 

combustible materials,” waiting only for the divine spark to blow. “It is kept in store and 

reserved unto Fire against the Day of Judgment and Perdition of ungodly Men. And that same 

disposition of things which fits it for this catastrophe, renders it also liable to earthquakes,” he 

lectured to his congregation on the Sunday after the earthquake.291 Another minister, Thomas 

Foxcroft took a more speculative stance, arguing that “the flame of devouring fire” would 

originate from either “lightning from heaven, or the scorching beams of the sun, or eruption of 

subterranean fire.”292 Although most ministers considered the moral causes of the earthquake the 

most important matter to discuss, traces of the influence of natural science on their understanding 

of the world’s final days were prevalent throughout their sermons.  

There exists twenty-seven New England publications about the Boston earthquake, and 

the majority are sermons, several from renown ministers like the Bostonian anti-revivalist 

Charles Chauncy and others by now “forgotten” preachers from smaller towns in Rhode Island 

and Connecticut. 293 Analyzing these published sermons and the listening culture that surrounded 

 
290 Byles, Poems: The Conflagration, 2.  
 
291 Byles, Divine Power and Anger Displayed in Earthquakes, 4.  
 
292 Foxcroft, The Earthquake, a Divine Visitation, 5. 
 
293 For a full bibliography, refer to Charles Edwin Clark, “The Literature of the New England Earthquake of 1755,” 
The Papers of the Bibliographical Society of America 59, no. 3 (Third Quarter, 1965): 295-305. 
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them adds to our historical understanding of hearing in the period. As historians, our instinct is 

often to read published texts in silence, however, it is important to remember that sermons were 

published only after they were heard to critical acclaim, most often “published at the pressing 

importunity of the Hearers.”294 Furthermore, far more sermons were preached than were 

published, though the number of printed sermons that exist for the Boston earthquake is 

extraordinary. New England life revolved around listening to sermons, which were the most 

powerful tool for conveying the “pure word of God.” Ministers would preach weekly on Sundays 

or on days of extraordinary importance usually at meeting-houses, public buildings that stood at 

the center of every town. These buildings were intentionally bare and unornamented to allow 

scripture to be the main object of spiritual contemplation.295  

Preaching once again to full meeting-houses, ministers made sense of the earthquake’s 

noise through a literal interpretation of eschatological scripture that highlighted the physically 

destructive power of divine sound on the apocalyptic landscape. One example was the prevalent 

use of the passage 2 Peter 3:10. It predicts that “the day of the Lord will come as a Thief in the 

Night; in which the heavens shall pass away with a great noise and the elements shall melt with 

fervent heat, the earth also and the works that are therein shall be burnt up.”296 These published 

sermons show that preachers dramatically repeated this verse, often-truncating it to “the heavens 

 
294 Printed on the title page of Mather Byles’s sermon, “Divine Power and Anger Displayed in Earthquakes” are the 
words “published at the pressing importunity of the Hearers.” Several other sermons contain the same or a similar 
notation.  
 
295 For more on preaching in New England refer to Harry S. Stout, The New England Soul: Preaching and Religious 
Culture in Colonial New England: Preaching and Religious Culture in Colonial New England (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1989); Theresa Toulouse, The Art of Prophesying: The New England Sermon and the Shaping of 
Belief (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1987); Michael Warner, ed., American Sermons: The Pilgrims to 
Martin Luther King, Jr (New York: Library of America, 1999); Joris van Eijnatten, ed., Preaching, Sermon and 
Cultural Change in the Long Eighteenth Century (Leiden: Brill, 2009).  
 
296 Both Jonathan Mayhew and Thomas Prentice used these verses in their sermons. 
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shall pass away with a great noise”  to emphasized the verse’s sonic significance. These verses 

may have also reminded congregants of the tremulous physiological sensations many of them 

experienced on the morning of November 18.297  

There was a common structure to earthquake sermons. Publications typically begin with 

an epigraph, usually a biblical verse, often with apocalyptic undertones, relevant to the occasion. 

This was commonly a verse that preachers would return to throughout their sermon. The 

sermon’s exposition was either an imperative to reflect on the meaning of God’s seismic 

message, or a warning that the end-times were near. Then the preacher would present two to four 

main points, or “arguments,” proven by the earthquake incident. We can return to Chauncy’s 

earthquake sermon as an example. From the 1755 earthquake, he extracted two “truths:” 

I. That ‘tis GOD who maketh the earth to shake, and the pillars thereof to tremble.  
II. That he ordinarily does this in testimony of his righteous anger.298  
 

The first “argument” was a common one across earthquake sermons. In his explanation of this 

main point, Chauncy discussed two ways God was able to enact his will over nature. The first 

was through the immediate exertion of his power, what Chauncy considered miracles. These 

were inexplicable manifestations that bypassed natural order, and he pointed to scripture for 

examples. The other was through secondary causes, or when God allowed nature to take its own 

course. While he admitted that this latter cause was the most common explanation for modern-

era disasters, he stressed that God must first animate the earth’s materials to react to one another 

before they could take their natural course.  

 
297 The preacher Jonathan Mayhew went so far as to call any person whose mind and body were not overtaken by 
fearful trembling a madman and urged family members to have their loved one committed to London’s infamous 
“Bedlam” psychiatric hospital. Mayhew, The Expected Dissolution of all Things, 57. 
 
298 Chauncy, Earthquakes a Token of the Righteous Anger of God, 6.  
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The second “argument” reflects how, after a century of seismic rumblings, tremors were 

no longer so strange or unusual. Therefore, New England ministers felt they needed to remind 

congregants of God’s existence in even ordinary nature. Chauncy made a very common 

theological argument over natural science’s inability to explain seismic activity. While the 

invisibility of earthquakes hid their cause, sound was material proof of God’s agency:  

the noise of his voice in the deep caverns of the earth, who can explain! That amazing 
power, which causes the earth in a circle of hundreds of miles, to quiver and tremble, or 
undulate in waves like those of the sea, who can understand!299  
 

While Chauncy does not preclude the possibility that one day natural science might discover 

natural causation, he reminded his listeners that God “concurring with these [secondary] causes” 

could direct the earth into motion at his own will. The rest of his sermon was devoted to the 

reasons why God might regularly “give proof” of his existence through earthquakes.       

For the minister Thomas Prince (1687-1758), the world’s destruction through sound 

could not have been any more explicitly stated in scripture. His reading of Isaiah 24:18 was 

literal. The verse states: “and it shall come to pass that he who fleeth from the Noise of the Fear 

shall fall into the Pit; and he that cometh up out of the midst of the pit shall be taken in the 

snare.” In his earthquake sermon, he emphasized that the noise sinners would flee from was the 

sound of the earth crumbling into ruins: “flying from this, they shall Fall into the Pit---i.e. The 

gaping Caverns of the Earth opening round about them.”300  

 
299 Chauncy, Earthquakes a Token of the righteous Anger of God, 8.  
 
300 Thomas Prince, Earthquakes the Works of God, and Tokens of His Just Displeasure: Being a Discourse on that 
Subject Wherein is given a particular Description of this awful Event of Providence. And among other Things is 

Offer'd a Brief Account of the natural, instrumental, or secondary Causes of these Operations in the Hands of God. 

After which, Our Thoughts are led up to Him, as having the Highest and principal Agency in this stupendous Work. 

By Thomas Prince, A.M. and One of the Pastors of the South Church in Boston. Made Public at This Time on 

Occasion of the Late Dreadful Earthquake Which Happen'd on the 18th of Nov. 1755 (Boston: D. Fowle and Z. 
Fowle, 1755), 6. 
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Prince was a prolific writer most known for A Chronological History of New England 

(1736) which he began while a pastor at South Church in Boston the year after the 1727 

earthquake. He also published Earthquakes, the Work of God and Token of his Displeasure 

(1727), which contained two earthquake sermons he delivered following that event. After the 

1755 earthquake, he revisited this publication, releasing a shorter version with the addition of a 

controversial appendix that argued that earthquakes and thunder originated from the same natural 

causes. He blamed the recent invention of lightning rods for causing the most recent spat of 

subterranean spasms. Using his own logic rather than scripture, he argued these rods funneled 

atmospheric energy into the ground, causing it to expel in the form of an earthquake. As part of 

his argument, he claimed his theory explained the sound of “subterranean thunder,” a common 

description of earthquake sounds. His interest in earthquake sound can also be noted in An 

Improvement on the Doctrine of Earthquakes (1755), a short publication on the history of 

earthquakes since 1666, in which he detailed the presence of noise in each incident.301 

Prince’s attention to listening and natural sound can also be understood in other ways. 

The earthquake interrupted work on one of his lesser known academic endeavors, his revision of 

the language in the Massachusetts Bay Psalm Book.302 Describing what he perceived as a lack of 

enthusiasm for what were now old songs, he sought to improve their texts, using “the best words 

or Lines in them so far as they give the nearest sense of the Original, and are most musical.”303 

Part of this project included heightening the poetic representation of nature in the songs: 

 
301 Thomas Prince, An Improvement of the Doctrine of Earthquakes, being the works of God and Tokens of his just 
Displeasure. Containing an Historical Summary of the most remarkable Earthquakes in New-England, from the first 

Settlement of the English here, as also in other Parts of the World since 1666 (Boston: D. Fowle, 1755). 
 
302 Thomas Prince, The Psalms, hymns and spiritual songs of the Old and New Testament (Boston: D. Henchman, 
1758). New York Public Library, Rare Books Collection. KD 1758 (Bible: Old Testament: Psalms. Bay Psalm book. 
Psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, NYPL). 
 
303 Thomas Prince, The Psalms, hymns and spiritual, iv. 
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As the Psalmist paints the Works of God in Nature in perfect Purity, I try to keep as near 
as possible to Nature. For grand Ideas, I seek the most magestick Words; for tender 
sentiments, the softest Words for affecting, the most moving; for wonderous, the most 
striking; and in all aiming at the clearest Simplicity of Style; wherein the Sentiments are 
most easily seen, more directly reaching the Heart, and touch it with a stronger Energy.304 
 

This revisionist attitude led him to replace terms such as “hills, floods, lands and skies” with the 

more sublime terms of “Mountains, Seas, Earth, and Heaven” so that listeners could better 

understand the “grand ideas” intended by the word of God but which were lost in English 

translations.305 This connected with religious discourse surrounding the earthquake and the desire 

to better understand through listening God’s seismic message. Prince attempted to reinvigorate 

this repertoire of psalms through changes in poetry. Similarly, Prince and other ministers drew 

on sonic recollections of the earthquake to reinfuse time-worn scripture with a profound sense of 

sublimity that would move sinners to open their ears once again to the word of God.  

The Massachusetts lieutenant governor proclaimed January 8, 1756, an official day of 

“public humiliation and prayer” throughout the colony on behalf of the earthquakes and 

inundations that had plagued the world of late.306 On that day Thomas Foxcroft delivered a 

sermon built around Isaiah 29:6 at Old North Church in Boston, which would later become a 

famous landmark in the fight for American independence .307 He parsed out the significance of 

each section, which reads “you will be visited by the Lord of Hosts with thunder and with 

 
304 Thomas Prince, The Psalms, hymns and spiritual, vi.  
 
305 Thomas Prince, The Psalms, hymns and spiritual, v. 
 
306 Spencer Phips, By the Honorable Spencer Phips, Esq. A proclamation…to appoint Thursday the eighth day of 
January next, to be observed as a day of publick humiliation and prayer…Given at the Council-chamber in Boston, 

the twenty-fourth day of December 1755 (Boston: John Draper, printer to His Honor the lieutenant-governor and 
Council, 1756).  
 
307 Foxcroft, The Earthquake, a Divine Visitation, 1. 
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earthquake and great noise, with whirlwind and tempest, and the flame of a devouring fire.”308 

The scripture prophesied the destruction of the City of David, a metropolis that many Christians 

interpreted as Jerusalem. In addressing each natural force mentioned in the verse, Foxcroft 

invoked natural reason.309 Like many other contemporaneous ministers, he considered “thunder, 

earthquakes, and tempests” to be invisible forces, making a clear distinction from the visible 

aspects of the world revealed through recent advancements in natural science.  

Foxcroft was also one of the many ministers who interpreted sound in scripture literally. 

“Some understand the Prophet [Isaiah] as speaking metaphorically…but whether we are to take 

these Expressions in a figurative, or a literal sense, I shall not now stand to dispute…I chose at 

present to follow the Letter of the Text.”310 Like Prentice, Foxcroft had also delivered and 

published a sermon following the 1727 earthquake. Titled, “The Voice of the Lord, from the 

Deep Places of the Earth,” this earlier sermon discussed God’s natural wonders while also 

acknowledging naturalist theories on gravity and magnetism.311 For the 1755 earthquake, 

however, Foxcroft preached a new set of moral lessons, focusing this time on God’s 

psychological use of loud sounds to shock Protestants into remembering their covenant promise. 

He argued that God had acted with benevolence when he used sound instead of the “flame of 

devouring fire” to enact profound spiritual change. He referred to the Lisbon earthquake as a 

 
308 Thomas Foxcroft and John Cogwell used this verse in their published sermons.  
 
309 On the “flames of devouring fire” he adds the note “especially if this be understood of the lightning from heaven, 
or the scorching Beams of the Sun, or the Eruption of Subterranean Fire.” Foxcroft, The Earthquake, a Divine 
Visitation, 5. 
 
310 Foxcroft, The Earthquake, a Divine Visitation, 3. 
 
311 Thomas Foxcroft, The Voice of the Lord, from the Deep Places of the Earth: A Sermon Preach'd on the 
Thursday-lecture in Boston, in the Audience of the General Court, at the Opening of the Sessions, Nov. 23. 1727. 

Three Weeks after the Earthquake (Boston: S. Gerrish, 1727). 
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counter example. The European city was destroyed, while “we in America have been 

alarmed.”312 Making a comparison between earthquake magnitude and emotion, Foxcroft 

described the various ways and degrees a person can express resentment. While the most violent 

displays could include stabbing a person with a sword or hitting someone with a fist, anger could 

be conveyed through the simple furrowed brow. He then drew a parallel to sound, again arguing 

that their earthquake’s noise was God’s most merciful display of anger. In the recent unfatal 

earthquake, “[God] smites us with great terror and astonishment, as in the earthquake…when 

our Lips quiver, and our Flesh trembleth, at the dreadful sound in our ears, and threatening 

Agitation we feel and see of all things about us.”313 While God’s anger towards Lisbon resulted 

in fire and brimstone, their sonic visitation had been one of the soul.  

At a time when most preachers relied on sublime rhetoric to terrify their congregants into 

remorse, the minister Jonathan Mayhew took a different approach. “It is not my intention to 

address myself merely to the passions of my hearers” spoke Mayhew from his pulpit in Boston, 

“much less to take this opportunity, when the minds of many people may be ruffled and 

discomposed, to promote the cause of superstition.314 Instead, he argued that “rational, sober, and 

honest methods” were better suited for a longer lasting spiritual effect on the human mind.315 

After all, he argued, no human could presume to know the date of the world’s end, an event that 

could very well occur slowly and over the course of several ages.316 Using naturalists’ theories 

 
312 Foxcroft, The Earthquake, a Divine Visitation, 3. 
 
313 Foxcroft, The Earthquake, a Divine Visitation, 40.  
 
314 Mayhew, The Expected Dissolution of All Things, 9. 
 
315 Mayhew, The Expected Dissolution of All Things, 10.  
 
316 Mayhew, The Expected Dissolution of All Things, 39-41.  
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on subterranean fire, he preached “this world is already on fire, and has long been so.”317 

Similarly to Chauncy’s arguments, he argued that earthquakes were not preternatural operations, 

but that nevertheless, Protestants should treat them as such for the moral take away should be the 

same in either case. Unlike Foxcroft, Mayhew believed ministers were interpreting scripture too 

literally. Instead of drawing connections between subterranean noise and the voice of God, he 

focused on a naturalist’s approach to sound to emphasize the natural forces that would one day 

consume the world.  

We can see this in the publication of his earthquake sermon which contained an appendix 

with an anonymous but “reliable” account of the earthquake that was devoid of religious and 

moral reasoning. Instead it reconstructed blow-by-blow the spasms and noises of the earthquake, 

and was at the time considered the most detailed account of the event:  

It began with a smart pulsation of the earth upwards: I mean this was the first motion 
perceived; for those who were awake, generally agree that there was a rushing, rumbling 
noise, a little before any motion was felt. This pulsation was immediately succeeded by a 
universal trembling, or very quick jarring, vibratory motion, which was horizontal. This 
motion increased for two or three seconds. Then came on, all at once, a violent, 
prodigious shock, as suddenly to appearance, as a thunder-clap breaking upon a house; 
and attended with a great noise. 318 
 

The four-page account also included the visible effects seen both in Boston and in the 

surrounding areas to give a full report of the earthquake’s effects. Mayhew’s inclusion of this 

first-person account was perhaps an attempt to show how natural science was compatible with 

the “truths” of biblical passages describing the world’s future destruction. As seen in the final 

section of this chapter, scientific thinkers would draw on these same observations to determine 

the origin and directionality of the earthquake and its sound.  

 
317 Mayhew, The Expected Dissolution of All Things, 22.  
 
318 Mayhew, “Appendix” in The Expected Dissolution of All Things, 1.  
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 For Mayhew the power of an earthquake laid not in the fear of facing one’s mortality, but 

in its extraordinary ability to materialize a force that otherwise defied observation. Earthquakes 

made God’s power visible, shaking every fiber of the human body with that power: 

An earthquake…has all the force of a thousand syllogisms, addressed merely to the 
understanding. It at once speaks to, and convinces the heart; finding, if I may so express 
it a shorter and director road to a man’s conscience, than that which lies thro’ his head, in 
which there are often many meanders and labyrinths.  It makes a man at once see and feel 
that he is nothing; and that God is all, and in all. Tho’ void of reason, it reasons more 
effectually than an Apostle; or at least shakes those out of their irreligious, skeptical 
principles, for a time…319  
 

Mayhew’s comparison between earthquake sounds and the sonic power of eloquent language are 

reminiscent of the motivations behind Thomas Prince’s revisions to the Bay Psalm Book. In the 

sound of an earthquake, however, there was a rhetorical force far stronger than words. Its 

vibrations shook the very heart of the human soul and revealed the truth of God’s existence to 

even the staunchest disbeliever.  

While Boston ministers preached on God’s ingenious design of nature through the sounds 

of the earthquake, James Cogswell, a small-town minister in Canterbury, Connecticut, asked his 

followers to turn their attentions inwards and to observe instead the wonders of their own bodies. 

The earthquake was an opportunity to reflect on the “natures, powers and capacities” of humans, 

their bodies built in the design of God, their bodies fit to be the companion to the soul. “We are 

fearfully and wonderfully made!” he preached. Just as the recesses of the earth were 

unknowable, the depths of the human body and mind similarly possessed great mysteries: 

What but infinite Wisdom, could produce such noble Powers and Faculties, such spiritual 
and immaterial Subsistences? Such faculties of perception, understanding, reasoning, 
willing and desiring; which can stretch themselves beyond the limits of the spacious 
world, soar above the stars, and in a moment fly from one End of the Heavens to the 
other; which can reflect back on so many Ages past, and look forward for Millions of 

 
319 Mayhew, The Expected Dissolution of All Things, 63-64.  
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Years! This is what should doubtless fill us with a proper Wonder and Admiration, at the 
Greatness of the divine works.320 
 

For Cogwell, there emerged out of the earthquake the world of human reasoning, pushed beyond 

its previous limitations, expanding into its own eternity. Similarly, another set of thinkers sought 

to harness those same “noble powers and faculties” to make visible and known the greatest 

mysteries of nature. As with religious interpretations of the earthquake, sound would play a 

crucial role in the way New England’s scientific thinkers constructed their theories of natural 

order.  

 

Stealing God’s Thunder: Hearing the Science of Subterranean Sound 
 

By this time, enough has been said, I should think to convince you that the earth contains 
within itself the seeds of earthquakes in great abundance. 
—John Winthrop, A Lecture on Earthquakes, 1755321 

 
 

Sitting by the fireplace on the upper level of his family home, John Winthrop (1714-

1779) suddenly heard a peculiar noise. He immediately recognized what was happening, and his 

eyes flashed to his wristwatch. It was exactly 10 o’clock on the evening of December 19, a 

month and a day after the “great” visitation and three weeks after he had delivered an acclaimed 

lecture on the natural causes of earthquakes inside the chapel of Harvard College, where he was 

the Hollis Professor of Mathematics and Philosophy. With earthquakes on his mind, his body 

was primed, ready to record the earth’s movements. The professor’s observational faculties 

 
320 James Cogwell, The Danger of Disregarding the Works of God: A Sermon Delivered at Canterbury, November 
23, 1755. Being the next Sabbath after the late surprising Earthquake (New Haven: James Parker and Company, 
1755), 7. 
 
321 John Winthrop, A Lecture on Earthquakes; Read in the Chapel of Harvard-College in Cambridge, N.E. 
November 26th 1755. On Occasion of the great earthquake which shook New-England the week before. By John 

Winthrop, Esq; Hollisian Professor of the Mathematics and Philosophy at Cambridge, Published by the general 

desire of that Society (Boston: Edes and Gill, 1755), 26. 
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jumped into full gear. He noted that the night sky was clear, with only a slight breeze blowing 

from the southwest.322 He determined the subterranean sound lasted three to four seconds, 

followed by a tremor of equal duration. Beneath his feet he perceived a rocking sensation, a 

motion he had lectured implied an undulatory movement of the earth, the deadliest kind of 

seismic vibration.323 The window shutters and his chamber door rattled in response. Suddenly, 

the wave had passed. A floor below, his family felt nothing of the shock, though they heard its 

noise.324  

This was the third aftershock to shake the Boston area, though it was dull enough that 

many people did not sense it at all. Despite its brevity, this latest tremor seemed to support 

Winthrop’s hypothesis that seismic activity was always preceded or accompanied by a “hollow 

rumbling noise” similar to heavy thunder.325 The experience further confirmed theories he had 

presented in his November 29th lecture, which had taken a controversially different tone from 

the earthquake sermons resounding from New England pulpits. Instead of arguing for God’s 

presence in the earthquake, the professor focused on his own sensory experience to legitimize his 

theories on the nature of seismic activity. Amending the text of his lecture to include his 

experiences of these aftershocks, he published his theories shortly afterwards in a 38-page 

volume.  

 
322 John Winthrop, “An account of the earthquake felt in New England, and the neighbouring parts of America, on 
the 18th of November 1755. In a letter to Tho. Birch, D. D. Secret. R. S. by Mr. Professor Winthrop, of Cambridge 
in New England,” Philosophical Transaction, Royal Society 50 (London 1757): 1-18. 
http://doi.org/10.1098/rstl.1757.0002. 
 
323He argued for three subterranean movements: horizontal, perpendicular, or in the case of the deadliest 
earthquakes, both motions at once, which he described as undulatory like a wave of water. He classified the Boston 
earthquake as undulatory.  
 
324 Winthrop, A Lecture on Earthquakes, 5. 
 
325 Winthrop, A Lecture on Earthquakes, 6. 
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Winthrop’s published lecture demonstrates the challenges behind studying and recording 

earthquakes. For scientific instruments, he had to rely on everyday objects shifted out of place. A 

dash of liquor split from a cup; a key thrown from its shelf; bricks flung from the tops of 

chimneys; a ruptured distiller’s cistern; the snapped off weathervane at Faneuil-Hall Market; 

another in Springfield bent to a right angle.326 Earthquakes reveal the extent to which scientific 

observation is profoundly material. Nevertheless, Winthrop could not help but study how his 

displaced personal effects might corroborate the immaterial evidence of his own tremulous 

sensations. In the chaos of the earth heaving to and fro, like a “drunkard,” there were, however, 

great limits to what physical objects could reveal about seismic vibration. Once static, these 

things could only draw an angular line of motion, yet during the aftershock the professor 

distinctly felt the earth shutter beneath him in an undulatory fashion, the bricks beneath his feet 

rolling like a wave of water. With the unreliability of visual evidence, his experience and 

recollection of hearing became the most significant measures of seismic duration, intensity, 

direction, range, and vibration. Feeling the ground below him roll like a wave, he decided to 

measure the velocity of the earth’s vibrations against the speed of sound, concluding that the roar 

of the November 18 earthquake preceded the shock by at least a full minute.327  

In typical scientific fashion, Winthrop backed up his own perceptions of vibration with 

the sonic experiences of other “ingenious gentlemen” in order to objectively analyze the 

earthquake’s sounds. He was, however, picky about whose ears he trusted. In his January 1756 

report to the prestigious Royal Academy of Sciences in London, he described how fear kept 

 
326 For more on the use of everyday objects in scientific experiments read Simon Werrett, Thrifty Science: Making 
the Most of Materials in the History of Experiment (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2019).  
 
327 There is a discrepancy in his reporting. In his published lecture, Winthrop stated the sound could be heard at least 
half a minute before. For his January 1756 report to the Royal Academy of Sciences in London, he stated the sound 
arrived nearly a minute before the “great” earthquake on November 18.  
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some earthquake observers from differentiating between earthquake sounds and “the crackling of 

their houses, while others perceived nothing of the physical vibrations.”328 He assured his readers 

that his experience of listening, conducted with a clarity of mind and measured against the 

precision of his wristwatch, was reliable. Corroborating his experience with the observations of 

people whose hearing he trusted, the professor estimated that the November 18th earthquake—

“from the first agitation of the earth, til it was become perfectly quiet”—lasted four minutes in 

total.329 Therefore, he argued, that the Boston earthquake had been longer than even the most 

catastrophic earthquakes on record, and he went so far as to imagine that the violence of their 

“great” earthquake was on par with the seismic vibrations that two weeks earlier had leveled the 

Portuguese capital of Lisbon.330 

As this section briefly explores, sound was often a starting point for scientific theories 

and imaginations on earthquakes and other natural phenomena. Winthrop’s analysis of his 

earthquake experiences demonstrates how the unpredictability and evanescence of seismic 

eruptions defied standard visual and physical methods for collecting scientific data. In the 

absence of visual proof, recollections of sound became the primary means for understanding 

earthquakes. However, several questions arise out of Winthrop’s analysis of earthquakes: When 

did sound and listening become reliable scientific evidence in the first place? What role did 

imagination have in scientific inquiry? How did religious ideologies intersect with scientific 

theories, and how did scientific studies of natural processes address moral questions? In 

 
328 Winthrop, “An account of the earthquake felt in New England,” 7. 
 
329  Winthrop, A Lecture on Earthquakes, 13. He calculated the length of the earthquake by comparing both his own 
recollection of the event with the observations of other “gentlemen” who had calculated the duration using their 
watches. We have no way of knowing how long the earthquake actually lasted.     
 
330 Winthrop, A Lecture on Earthquakes, 19-20. He argued Lisbon’s destruction was greater only because the city 
was built with poor cement and their buildings were more than 7 stories high.  
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concluding this chapter, I explore these questions through a few brief examples of sound 

experiments that may have influenced Winthrop to trust his own ears.   

Eighteenth-century philosophers who championed empirical methods rooted their 

theories not in intuition, as was the theological foundation for the existence of God, but in the 

senses. Philosophers, like John Locke, believed that the formation of complex or sublime 

thoughts—the most transcendent ideas that “reach as high as heaven itself”—could only arise if 

the mind was rooted in a ground-work of sensory impressions and reflections.331 As the natural 

world steadily became the domain of the scientist, natural history was forged through a solid 

foundation of first-person observations and reproducible experiments.332 In the empiric mindset, 

nature’s mysteries could be solved through careful observation and measurement, and 

documented for everyone to know.333 A taxonomical approach to nature systematized the way 

many educated Westerners came to understand their surrounding world in the age of 

Enlightenment.  

This can be observe in a personal notebook belonging to the mathematician and Harvard 

tutor, Nathan Prince (1714-1747).334 This notebook, which may have served as a teaching aid, 

contained extraordinarily descriptive lists of the globe’s most prominent geological features: 

navigation coordinates for coastlines, dimensions of islands, names and descriptions for every 

 
331 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding in Four Books, 5th ed. (London: Awnsham and John 
Churchhill, 1706), 2:61.  
 
332 For more on the development of the scientific method in the eighteenth century, see William L. Harper, Isaac 
Newton’s Scientific Method: Turning Data into Evidence about Gravity and Cosmology (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2011).   
 
333 Such methods married with the period’s obsession with cataloging, producing fantastic—and sometimes 
fantastical—descriptions of the anatomy of animals and plants, along with their medicinal and culinary uses.  
 
334 Nathan Prince, 1698-1748. Papers of Nathan Prince, 1714-1747. HUM 67, Harvard University Archives, 
Accessed April 10, 2019, https://id.lib.harvard.edu/ead/hua05011/catalog. 
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known peninsula, woods, deserts, bays and straits, and volcanoes. In this manner, a person like 

Prince could hold the world’s geographies in the palm of his hand, the ultimate intellectual 

conquering of the natural world.335 Earthquakes, however, posed a significant problem to the 

structures of scientific knowledge. Obscured by the earth’s surface and frustratingly 

unpredictable, these were natural forces that defied observation. It was precisely this inability to 

study seismic activity in a controlled and structured fashion that allowed earthquake science to 

intermingle with superstitious imagination. As theologists implied in their sermons, there seemed 

something almost unnatural about earthquakes.  

Although Enlightenment thought valued sensory experience, visual observations clearly 

reigned supreme on the hierarchy of the senses. This contributed to significant advancements in 

ocular science, which served only to heighten the enigmatic nature of the ear.336 Although the 

ear’s inner and outer anatomies were fully documented by the 1700s, an anonymous 1729 essay 

on “the soul of man” in the New-England Weekly Journal acknowledged that theories of sound 

production continued to be “perplexed with greater mysteries than that of vision.” 337 

Nevertheless, Winthrop’s analysis of the earthquake through sound was possible through a 

groundwork of scientific listening practices laid down by several generations of European 

naturalists who had taken sound as a serious object of study. In the seventeenth century, natural 

and human-made structures with extraordinary acoustical properties were the sites of many 

 
335 This taxonomical approach to the collection of knowledge permeated Prince’s spiritual studies. We find among 
his papers a notebook cataloguing what he considered to be the most significant details of over 50 accounts of 
Jesus’s Resurrection.  
 
336 For more on ocular treatises, refer to R. Rutson James, Studies in the History of Ophthalmology in England: 
Prior to the year 1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1933). 
 
337 New-England Weekly Journal (Boston, Massachusetts), no. CI, February 24, 1729: [1]. America's Historical 
Newspapers, Readex: A Division of NewsBank Database. 
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sound observations. Scientific listeners probed the mysteries of resonant spaces, such as 

“whispering places,” like the choir loft of Gloucester Cathedral and the dome of St. Paul’s in 

London.338 However, they were most often listening to their own voices refracted through the 

echoes of these spaces, and their observations told them more about the physics behind the 

propagation of sound than about the causation of natural sounds. Furthermore, as the New 

England author noted in his essay, very little was known about the physiology of listening.339 

Apparatuses for enhanced listening existed almost exclusively in the philosophical 

imagination. In 1684, the naturalist and Anglican bishop, Narcissus Marsh (1638-1713) wrote an 

essay on “The Doctrine of Sound,” presented to the Dublin Society and published in the London 

Royal Academy of Science’s journal, Philosophical Transactions.340 Technologies of sight 

inspired him to imagine auditory instruments that could extend the limits of the human ear. He 

proposed modifications to what he called “otacousticks,” or ear trumpets that would make it 

possible for sounds at great distances to be magnified with perfect clarity. The bishop was 

particularly enthusiastic over the usefulness of such an instrument for both old ears and for battle 

strategies. Where vision failed, sound could reveal the location of an enemy hidden behind a 

 
338 Scientific listeners probed the mysteries of resonant spaces like the “Ear of Dionysius,” the limestone caves of 
the island of Syracuse with a natural structure similar to the shape of an ear and which could supposedly magnify the 
smallest whisper; the aqueducts of the Roman Emperor Claudius, which could carry a voice sixteen miles away; the 
Basilica of St. Peter in Rome, in whose dome Athanasius Kircher claimed one could hear a complete canon from the 
echoes of a single voice.  
 
339 Among the most influential scientific work on hearing was a 1683 treatise by the French anatomist Guichard 
Joseph Du Verney (1648-1730). Translated into English in 1737, his book contained an extensive section on the 
ear’s mechanical structure illustrated through several meticulously detailed engravings. An understanding of the 
ear’s anatomy, however, was simply not enough to understand the perception of sounds. In his section on listening 
to different sounds, Du Verney admitted to distrusting his own ears, crediting instead the French priest and physicist 
Edme Mariotte (1620-1684) for his theories on acoustics.  
 
340Narcissus Marsh, “An introductory essay to the Doctrine of Sounds, containing some proposals for the 
improvement of Acousticks; As it was presented to the Dublin Society Nov. 12. 1683. By the Right Reverend Father 
in God Narcissus Lord Bishop of Ferns and Leighlin,” in Philosophical Transactions, Royal Society 14, no. 156 
(London 1684): 472-488, https://doi.org/10.1098/rstl.1684.0007. 
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mountain, within the dense woods, or veiled by the dark night.341 Another of Marsh’s ideas 

included the “microphone,” imagined as the auditory counterpart to the microscope. With it, the 

naturalist could study the tiniest cries of the smallest animals.342 Despite proposing new kinds of 

listening devices, his essay offered forth no design plans for their construction. Marsh openly 

admitted this shortcoming. Instead these imagined devices were his way of highlighting the 

significant social benefits that could arise from more scientific work on sound and listening.  

Eighteenth-century scientific discourse received numerous contributions from people like 

Marsh and the Englishman William Derham (1657-1735), scholars who were both theologians 

and natural scientists. Derham’s work was particularly influential to Winthrop’s earthquake 

approach; a quote from his book Physico-Theology (1718) was inscribed on the title page of 

Winthrop’s earthquake publication:  

Subterraneous caverns and volcanoes, if well considered, will be found to be wise 
contrivances of the Creator, serving to great uses of the Globe, and ends of GOD’s 
government. In all probability, these things may minister unto many secret, grand 
functions and operations of nature in the bowels of the earth.343 
 

The quotation speaks to Winthrop’s acknowledgement of divine presence in natural works, and it 

also reflects how his objective approach was built off scientific work conducted by men of God. 

In his book, Derham mapped out the function and the moral purpose of the body’s five senses. 

He determined four purposes for the human ear: (1) animalistic, for discerning danger at a 

distance (2) humanistic, for the communication of the mind (3) pleasure, to hear music, and (4) 

theological, to hear divine sounds.344 The Englishman, however, is most known for accurately 

 
341 Marsh, “An Introductory Essay to the Doctrine of Sound,” 481-482. 
 
342 Marsh, “An Introductory Essay to the Doctrine of Sound,” 482-483.  
 
343 Winthrop, A Lecture on Earthquakes, title page. 
 
344  William Derham, Physico-Theology: Or, a Demonstration of the Being and Attributes of God from his Works of 
Creation, being the Substance of sixteen Sermons preached in St. Mary-le-bow-Church, London; At the Honorable 
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measuring the speed of sound, publishing his findings in the Royal Academy of Science’s 

journal Philosophical Transactions in 1708.345 Using a telescope, he measured the amount of 

time it took for him to hear the gunshots he saw firing in the distance. Conducting multiple 

experiments, he was able to answer some basic questions about sound, including whether sound 

traveled at the same speed uphill as it did downhill and whether wind effected speed.346 

Winthrop utilized Derham’s calculation to make mathematical sense of his experience of the 

December 19 aftershock:   

The motion of the earth in this [aftershock] plainly appeared undulatory to me; and this 
shock, I apprehend, was occasioned by one small wave of earth rolling along, but not 
with a very swift motion. For the velocity of its progress was considerably less than that 
of sound, which moves about 13 miles in a minute; as appeared from hence, that the roar 
of this earthquake might be heard at least half a minute before the shake was felt. Which 
also argues that the shock began at some considerable distance from this place. The same 
remarks may be applied to the great shock…347 
 

Based on his own listening, Winthrop determined that the aftershocks and earthquake traveled in 

a linear trajectory from northwest to southeast. He corroborated his theory with the sonic 

experience of a person who was crossing Cambridge Common, a public park close to Winthrop’s 

home, at the time of the first earthquake. This person reported hearing subterranean sounds 

traveling in that same direction. The professor was particularly trusting of this aural account 

 
Mr. Boyle’s Lectures in the Years 1711, and 1712. With Large Notes, and many curious Observations, 6th ed. 
(London: W. and J. Innys, 1718), 86-87.  
 
345 William Derham, “Experimenta & Observations de Soni Motu, aliisque ad id attinentibus, factae a Reverendo 
D.W. Derham Ecclesiae Upminsterinesis Rectore, & Societatis Regalis Londienensis Socio,” Philosophical 
Transactions, Royal Society 26, no. 313 (London 1708): 2-35, https://doi.org/10.1098/rstl.1708.0001. 
 
346 Edmund H. Brown, “Acoustic Remote Sensing in the Air and the Sea,” in Acoustic Sensing and Probing: 4th 
Course of the International School on Physical Acoustics, ed. A. Alippi (Singapore: World Scientific, 1992), 41-56. 
 
347 Winthrop, A Lecture on Earthquakes, 12.  
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because the person was located in a clear, open space and away from buildings that would distort 

and reflect sound in unreliable ways. 

As aesthetic philosophers were debating whether music and other art forms could 

“truthfully” represent nature, natural philosophers were also debating if it was humanly possible 

to “counterfeit” nature through artificial experimentation. While experiments in this period led to 

important discoveries on the secondary effects of certain natural processes, they did little to 

determine their original cause. This may explain why many natural theologians accepted and 

even propose their own scientific theories on nature, while still believing in God’s agency behind 

every act of nature. In 1700, the French chemist, Nicolas Leméry (1645-1715) invented the 

period’s most famous earthquake experiment, which actually began as a recipe for an artificial 

volcano.348 Leméry’s concoction called for 20 to 40 pounds of sulfur added to an equal amount 

of iron fillings. Adding just enough water to create a thick paste, the mixture would be buried 

three to four feet underground and left to fester for six hours. This would cause the earth to 

quake, crack, and smoke from the heat of a subterranean flame, creating a small-scale Mount 

Etna. 

Following the seemingly global seismic instability of the mid-eighteenth century, 

Lémery’s volcano recipe made its way into English literature as a recipe for artificial 

earthquakes, making an appearance in Winthrop’s publication.349 This experiment, however, 

 
348 Bernard Le Bovier, “Upon Subterraneous Fires, Earthquakes, Thunder, etc. Explained Chymically,”in The Lives 
of the French, Italian and German Philosophers, Late Members of the Royal Academy of Science in Paris. Together 

with Abstracts of some of the Choicest Pieces, communicated by them to that Illustrious Society (London: W. Innys, 
1717), 260-262; The following publication was printed in both England and Philadelphia: Thomas Hunter, An 
Historical Account of Earthquakes Extracted from the Most Authentick Historians…and a Sermon Preached at 

Weverham, in Chesire, on Friday the 6th of February Last by the Rev. Tho. Hunter (Liverpool: R Williamson, 1756), 
9-10.  
 
349 Winthrop, A Lecture on Earthquakes, 22-23. 
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appears to have been primarily an exercise of the imagination. The English theologian John 

Wesley (1703-1791) theorized that a larger quantity of this mixture buried out at sea would 

create a new island, while its sulfurous fumes could cause a hurricane to form. He imagined that 

these fumes rising to the heavens would induce a massive thunder and lightning storm.350 Like 

many naturalists from the period, his theory conflated the natural causes of earthquakes, 

volcanoes, lightning, and hurricanes demonstrating how theories of nature relied heavily on 

personal logic. In analyzing the source of natural sound, scientists and scholars drew on the 

familiar, pulling from their own natural-cultural environments to describe forces that seemed to 

defy description. As we have seen throughout this dissertation, the roar of earthquakes was most 

commonly described as thunder, and this contributed to wide held belief that both natural forces 

originated from the same cause. 351  

In 1752, Benjamin Franklin “discovered” electricity through the string of his kite.352 

Along with unlocking the causes of lightning, he also made an important sonic discovery that 

influenced the way some people heard earthquakes. He definitely proved that thunder was a 

secondary effect of electricity, a theory men at the Royal Academy of Science in London had 

considered laughable only a few years earlier.353 As a result of Franklin’s scientific work on 

 
350 John Wesley, A Survey of the Wisdom of God in the Creation: Or, a Compendium of Natural Philosophy in Five 
Volumes, 3rd ed. (London: J. Fry and Co., 1777) 3:132-133. He also published a sermon on the Lisbon earthquake: 
Serious Thoughts occasioned by the earthquake at Lisbon. To which is subjoin’d an account of all the late 

Earthquakes there, and in other Places, 6th ed. (London, 1756). 
 
351 The association of earthquake sounds with heavenly thunder extends back to ancient Greece and Rome (see 
chapter 2). Pliny the Elder wrote connections between the sounds and causes of earthquakes and thunder in The 
Natural History. Liba Taub, Ancient Meteorology. Sciences of Antiquity (London: Routledge, 2003), 185. 
 
352 Philip Dray, Stealing God’s Thunder: Benjamin Franklin’s Lightning Rod and the Invention of America (New 
York, NY: Random House, 2005).  
 
353 A set of letters on the matter was published in The Gentleman’s Magazine and Historical Chronicle 22 (June 
1752): 263-264. In earlier theories, thunder was thought to attract lightning. 
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lightning, it had become fashionable “to explain everything by electricity,” complained Winthrop 

in the appendix to his earthquake lecture.354 This appendix was a direct argument against 

Thomas Prince’s appendix to his published sermon (discussed in the previous section), which 

attributed the cause of the Boston earthquake to the use of Franklin’s lightning rods around the 

northeast. Prince underscored the moral perils of scientific work; in attempting to unlock the 

heavenly mysteries of thunder and lightning, once considered the most fearsome of God’s 

instruments, man had tried to circumvent the will of God. Instead the lightning rods had funneled 

His energy into the earth. While Winthrop’s scoffed at this theory, several European naturalists 

seriously considered electricity as the cause of earthquakes (see Chapter 2). The discovery of 

thunder as a secondary effect rather than the cause of lightning may have contributed to more 

nuanced descriptions of earthquake sounds in the decades that followed. Moving beyond the 

description of “subterranean thunder,” accounts of the Boston earthquake deemed the most 

objective were those that took great care in describing the sonority of these sounds.  

The coincidence of two unusual and “great” earthquakes separated by two-weeks and an 

ocean, sparked discussions of an interconnected world of global natural processes. To mid-

eighteenth-century peoples, it seemed there was no land exempt from the agitations of the earth. 

As natural forces with little regard for political or social order, scientific thinkers joined 

theologians in questioning the purpose of such violent acts of nature. Winthrop considered the 

possibility of earthquakes as restorative forces on their environment. “Even thunder and 

lightning, which, next to earthquakes, are the most terrible phenomena of nature, are yet 

 
354 Winthrop, “Appendix,” in A Lecture on Earthquakes, 32-38.  
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universally allowed to be necessary to free the atmosphere from a certain unwholesome 

sultriness, which often infects it,” Winthrop reasoned.355 

The professor’s conception of the subterranean world was not dissimilar to what he lived 

and experienced above the surface. He believed that underground there existed a network of 

“communication” among natural forces through subterranean rivers, grottos and canals that 

connected the nature of their distant colony to those in far off regions of the world. He argued 

that the warmth of the inner earth acted similar to the womb of a mammal. Mixing metaphors, he 

imagined that beneath the crust existed a heterogenous mixture of flammable stones, metals, and 

materials which all grew like underground vegetables. Similar to a farmer tilling the land, 

Winthrop hypothesized that earthquakes opened up the pores of the earth, promoting natural 

growth both over and under the surface. In a different analogy, he compared the necessity of 

subterranean explosions to an animal’s waste system, necessary for maintaining life and health, 

though fatal complications sometimes arise.356 These ideas all stressed the good that existed in a 

natural force that seemed inherently evil: “for it is plain, [earthquakes] may be beneficial in a 

thousand other ways, than we, short-sighted mortals, may pretend to guess at.”357 In concluding 

his lecture on earthquakes, Winthrop determined that nature was a “mixed state,” one with a 

variety of purposes, both natural and moral. His final point was to invoke the power and 

benevolence of God in the earthquake: “How wonderful in counsel, how excellent in working, is 

that Being, who can bring good out of the greatest evils.”358 

 
355 Winthrop, A Lecture on Earthquakes, 28. 
 
356 Winthrop, A Lecture on Earthquakes, 28-30. 
 
357 Winthrop, A Lecture on Earthquakes, 31.  
 
358 Ibid.  
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Historical Recordings of Earthquake Sounds 

“The noise that accompanies an Earthquake seems to be sonus sui generis, and there is no 

describing it,” wrote Massachusetts chief justice Paul Dudley (1675-1751) in a report he sent to 

the Royal Academy of Sciences in London after the 1727 Boston earthquake.359 Despite 

challenges of translation, earthquake accounts were saturated with the traces of listening 

experiences, which were at the center of theories on natural and divine agency. Naturalists, like 

Winthrop, considered a “good” listener to be someone who could distinguish between 

subterranean sounds and secondary sonic effects, like the rattling of objects. In relying on 

accounts of everyday people to construct earthquake theories, scientific thinkers paid close 

attention to how people translated sounds into words. 

In concluding this chapter, I turn to a set of letters describing the Boston Earthquake of 

1755 that was read before the Royal Academy of Science in London, and later publish in 

Philosophical Transactions.360 Penned by known “men of science,” these descriptions were 

considered reliable information for reevaluating contemporaneous seismological theories in light 

of recent earthquakes and scientific discoveries. “It is said earthquakes are usually preceded and 

followed by a great noise,” John Hyde wrote in his letter. “…but myself did not perceive any 

noise in this instance, which I could take to be distinct from the concussion and rattling of the 

things upon the surface of the earth, added to the roaring of the sea, which roaring had been 

 
359 Paul Dudley, “VII. An Account of the several Earthquake which have happen’d in New-England, since the first 
settlement of the English in that Country, especially of the last, which happen’d on October 29, 1727. 
Communicated to the Royal Society by Paul Dudley, Esq; F.R.S. in a Letter to the Secretary,” Philosophical 
Transactions, Royal Society 39, no. 437 (London 1735): 63-73. 
 
360 Henry Oldenburg, ed., Philosophical transactions: giving some account of the present undertakings, studies and 
labours of the ingenious in many considerable parts of the world...for the Year 1755 49 (London: Printed by T.N. 
for John Martyn, 1756), 1:398-444. Eighteenth Century Collections Online, Gale Primary Sources Database.   
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something greater than is usual for several days before.”361 In New York, the politician 

Cadwaller Colden observed: “I plainly heard the noise like that of carts on pavements, going to 

the eastward, with now and then a noise like the explosion of a great gun at a distance.”362 His 

friend, Philadelphia Quaker (and amateur naturalist) Peter Collinson, responded back, “I heard 

no noise like that of a rushing wind, which was heard in many places; but felt a gentle shaking of 

my bed…and the windows by the increasing trepidation of the earth began to rattle…”363 While 

these earthquake observers sought to cast their experiences in objective terms, highlighting their 

perception of both natural and secondary sounds, they also demonstrate the challenges of 

ascribing meaning to individual sonic experiences.  

This set of Boston letters, read before one of Europe’s most prestigious scientific 

institutions, shows the extraordinary circulation of a collection of natural sounds in a period prior 

to sound recording. They were published along with twenty other letters that detailed the 

earthquake experiences of people in England, Spain, and Portugal after the Lisbon earthquake. It 

demonstrates how these written descriptions served as important records of otherwise ephemeral 

sonic events. Considering these descriptions worthy of study, scientific thinkers across the 

Atlantic Ocean imagined hearing the Boston and Lisbon earthquake through these written 

 
361 “Letter XXI: An Account of the Earthquake felt at Boston in New-England, November 18, 1755. Communicated 
by John Hyde, Esq. F.R.S.,” Philosophical Transactions, Royal Society 49 (London 1756) 439-442, 
https://doi.org/10.1098/rstl.1755.0060. 
 
362 “Letter XXI: An Account of the Earthquake felt in New York, November 18, 1755 in a letter from Cadwallader 
Collen, Esq; to Mr Peter Collinson, F.R.S.,” Philosophical Transactions, Royal Society 49 (London 1756), 443, 
https://doi.org/10.1098/rstl.1755.0060. 
 
363 “Letter XXII: An Account of the Earthquake felt in Pennsylvania, November 18, 1755, in a letter to Mr. Peter 
Collinson, F.R.S. dated at Philadelphia, December 1, 1755,” Philosophical Transactions, Royal Society 49 (London 
1756), 444, https://doi.org/10.1098/rstl.1755.0060. 
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recollections, analyzing descriptions of sound for what they could reveal about the materiality of 

the earth’s core.  

We can think of this collection of written descriptions as a precursor to the collecting of 

earthquake sounds in modern-day seismology, assisted today by the invention of sound recording 

technologies. An example of a modern collection is the appropriately titled “Earthquake 

Sounds,” a 1974 cassette tape with twenty-one earthquake-related recordings curated by the civil 

engineer, Karl V. Steinbrugge, and now available digitally on the Seismological Society of 

America’s website.364 This collection of earthquake recordings from around the world resonates 

with the written descriptions of the 1755 Boston earthquake. Most of the cassette’s content come 

from everyday recordings of concerts, radio programs, telephone conversations, and other 

ordinary activities that serendipitously recorded an earthquake. These recordings by ordinary 

people, much like Royal Academy of Sciences’ collection of 1755 earthquake experiences, 

memorialized the immediate sonic and psychological effect of the earth’s vibrations and 

recorded these impressions for later scientific study. The gathering together of seismic 

experiences from different times and places in “Earthquake Sounds” reflects our continued 

fascination with these mysterious sounds, connecting people today with eighteenth-century 

earthquake observers and imaginers who, like us, tried to hear meaning and significance in the 

inarticulate groans of a vibrating earth.  

 

 

 

 
 

 
364 “Earthquake Sounds: Catalog of Earthquake-Related Sounds,” Seismological Society of America, accessed 
November 14, 2019, https://www.seismosoc.org/inside/earthquake_sounds. 
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IV 

MUSIC AMID THE EARTHQUAKE RUINS OF SANTIAGO DE GUATEMALA 
 

 
Art has no voices with which to accurately describe [this earthquake]: expressions of eloquence 

are not enough to explain exactly how and what were the tribulations and anguishes of the 
unhappy inhabitants of Guatemala on that sad and memorable afternoon. 

-Felipe Cadena, 1774365  
 

 
The Santa Marta Earthquake 
 

Throughout the summer of 1773, tremors disturbed the colonial capital of Santiago de los 

Caballeros de Guatemala. Inhabitants knew from experience that the frequency of these 

rumblings indicated a larger earthquake yet to come, and with each tremor they sought refuge in 

the streets and plazas.366 Located in the fertile Panchoy valley between three monstrous 

volcanoes, the picturesque city was third in a lengthy succession of colonial Guatemalan capitals, 

in a region where violent outbursts of nature were common.367 Around 3:30pm on July 29, the 

feast day of Santa Marta, another violent tremor drove people to the open space of la plaza 

mayor. Ten minutes later, the big one hit.368 The intense vibrations tore down the physical 

 
365 “No tiene voces el arte para referir con puntualidad este caso: son muy inferiores las expresiones todas de la 
elocuencia para explicar cabalmente cuanta, o cual fue la tribulación, y angustia de los infelices habitadores de 
Guatemala en aquella triste, memorable, tarde.” Felipe Cadena, Breve Descripción de la Nobel Ciudad de Santiago 
de los Caballeros de Guatemala y Puntual Noticia de su Lamentable Ruina ocasionada de un violente terremoto el 

día Veintinueve de Julio de 1773, (Mixco: Comunidad de Santo Domingo, 1774), 11. John Carter Brown Library, 
accessed through Brown University Library. Brown Digital Repository: 578022. 
 
366 Cadena, Breve Descripción de la Nobel Ciudad, 5. 
 
367 Prior to the capital’s location in the Panchoy valley, two other cities served as the capital of the kingdom. The 
first was founded in 1524 on top of the Kaqchikel Mayan capital of Ixichmé and abandoned shortly after when the 
Kaqchikels rebelled against the Spanish and attacked the settlement. In 1527 it was reestablished in the Almolonga 
Valley but subsequently destroyed in 1541 by a volcanic mudslide from the nearby Volcán de Agua. This destroyed 
capital was later renamed Ciudad Vieja (old city). In 1543, the capital was relocated to the Panchoy valley where it 
remained until it was severely damaged by the Santa Marta earthquake of 1773. These capitals, all named Santiago 
de los Caballeros de Guatemala, took their name from the feast day for Saint James (Santiago), July 25, the day that 
the territory of Guatemala was conquered.  
 
368 Cadena, Breve Descripción de la Nobel Ciudad, 8. 
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barriers dividing the city’s social hierarchies, creating what the Mexican-Dominican priest, 

Felipe Cadena (1745-1806) described as a “disorienting mixture” of bodies.369 He described 

escaped prisoners, cloistered nuns, and yelping livestock pouring into the debris-filled streets. 

The collapse of stucco and adobe edifices, however, created a dense dust cloud that quickly 

descended upon the chaotic scene. Overtaken by sudden darkness, distressed by numerous 

aftershocks, and pummeled by the season’s torrential rains, survivors communicated their 

contrition through prayer and song.   

Cast in this sudden darkness, Felipe Cadena described the city’s sonic topography in 

vivid musical metaphors: 

To this horrid, tremendous sound of the earth, the anguished citizens responded as if in 
chorus with her, with painful moans and sad voices; and although the whole bewildered 
multitude was an untempered (destemplado) echo that resounded dissonant (desapacible) 
to human ears, they would form without a doubt the sweetest consonances and agreeable 
music to the Holy ones; because all were clamors and deprecations to Heaven to temper 
the rigors of a justified anger.370  
 

Amid a thick texture of “soft moans, broken voices, and bitter tears,” the priest heard the melody 

of the Trisagion hymn.371 The origin myth of this Eastern Christian liturgical chant recounts a 

similar chaos immediately following a series of earthquakes in fifth-century Constantinople, 

during which a heavenly choir of angels could be heard singing “Agios o Theos, Agios ischryros, 

Agios athanatos, eleison imas” (Holy God, Holy Mighty one, Holy Immortal one, have mercy 

 
369 Cadena, Breve Descripción de la Noble Ciudad, 10.  
 
370 “A este horrísono tremendo sonido de la tierra, respondían como haciendo coro con ella, los angustiados 
ciudadanos, con dolorosos gemidos y tristes voces; y si bien el conjunto y desconcertada multitud de ellas, era 
destemplado eco que resonaba desapacible á los oídos humanos, formarían sin duda las mas dulces consonancias y 
agradable música á los divinos; porque todos eran clamores y deprecaciones al Cielo para templar los rigores de su 
justificado enojo.” Cadena, Breve Descripción de la Noble Ciudad de Santiago, 11. 
 
371 The Trisagion entered Western liturgical practices as part of the liturgy for the Blessed Trinity, celebrated on 
Friday, Saturday, and Sunday after Pentecost and for the Veneration of the Cross on Good Friday. The trisagio 
enjoyed great popularity in the Americas, and musicologist Craig Russell has written about its use in eighteenth-
century missions in California. Craig Russell, From Serra to Sancho: Music and Pageantry in the California 
Missions (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009). 
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upon us).372 According to legend, Proclus, the Archbishop of Constantinople, heard the celestial 

voices and immediately called for survivors to repeat the chant. Miraculously, the shaking of the 

earth subsided.373 In Santiago de Guatemala, however, their voices had no effect on the 

rebellious earth. Aftershocks continued well into the night, each accompanied by what Cadena 

described as the “dreadful subterranean roar.”374   

Before delving into the significant of religious music in the destroyed capital of Santiago 

de Guatemala, we must first be acquainted with the political turmoil that followed the 

earthquake. In the proceeding months, aftershocks rattled the city in regular intervals. A 

particularly devastating shock arrived on December 13, with a force that sealed the capital’s fate. 

Fearing the ground’s relentless instability, the colony’s major political figures reconsidered, as 

they had several times throughout the century, relocating the capital to more stable ground.375 On 

January 14, 1774 they gathered together in the Iglesia de Nuestra Señora del Carmen—one of 

the few rare structures to remain relatively intact—to vote on a valley for the new capital. The 

Presidente-Capitán General of Guatemala, Martín de Mayorga (1721-1783), presided over the 

 
372 In the afternoon service of Good Friday, the Trisagion is performed by two choruses that sing phrases of the 
chant first in Greek and then followed by the Latin: “Sanctus Deus, Sanctus Fortis, Sanctus Immortalis, miserere 
nobis.” Cadena’s description quotes the Spanish translation: “Santo Dios, Santo Fuerte, ten Misericordia con 
nosotros.”. 
 
373 A contemporaneous retelling of this myth can be found in Eugenio de la Santísima Trinidad, Trisagio seráfico: 
Para venerar a la muy augusta y santa Trinidad: con que de alcanzan de su piedad inmensa, copiosos beneficios 

(Reimpreso en Lima, 1796). John Carter Brown Library, accessed through Brown University Library, Brown 
Digital Repository:573207. 
 
374 “…y que a cada temblor grande acompañaba el pavoroso, subterráneo estruendo.” Cadena, Breve Descripción de 
la Noble Ciudad de Santiago, 12. 
 
375 Only twenty-two years earlier, the city faced similar ruin with the arrival of the San Casimiro earthquake (1751); 
however, the local population, backed by powerful merchants and Catholic officials, resisted against efforts to leave. 
The 1751 earthquake’s destruction sparked a period of remarkable resilience, one that resulted in major ingenuities 
to the city’s infrastructure, including the introduction of tap water. In the time between the 1751 and the 1773 
earthquakes, Santiago de Guatemala was said to have been built entirely anew. Therefore, despite the destruction 
caused by the deadly Santa Marta earthquake, local inhabitants may have expected to pick up the pieces and rebuild 
once again.  
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session, proposing those assembled begin by singing the misa del espíritu santo (Mass of the 

Holy Spirit), a communal act he felt would bring a greater sense of gravitas to their meeting.376 

In their performance of this votive mass, officials drew on liturgical music typically used to 

sacralize spaces. Settings for this mass were common at the consecration of a new temple, or as a 

prelude to significant ecclesiastical gatherings, such as in the opening of the Council of Trent.377 

Often following an election, the mass was used to celebrate a new era of political governance, 

imbuing newly elected officials with the divine wisdom necessary to fulfill their political duties. 

With their usual meeting place in ruins, Mayorga’s choice to begin with this particular mass 

served as a way to dignify their temporary meeting space, to infuse their vote with purpose, and 

to symbolically sacralize the location of their future capital. 

Singing also served a fraternal purpose, bringing together in vocal unison the city’s three 

political institutions—the Real Audiencia (royal tribune), the Ayuntamiento (civic government), 

and the Catholic Church. Six months earlier, high-ranking members of these institutions signed a 

letter drafted by Mayorga to the Spanish king, Carlos III, requesting royal approval to relocate to 

a valley far beyond the reach of volcanoes (Figure 4.1).378 In the intervening months, however, 

many of those officials retracted their support, arguing Mayorga had solicited their signatures in 

a moment of extreme duress and accused him of having ulterior political motives. The violent 

aftershock of December 13, however, reawakened their anxieties of the valley’s instability. 

Taking advantage of their renewed uncertainty, Mayorga called the January 14 vote for 

relocation. In proposing they sing together before they voted, the president may have wanted to 

 
376 Cadena, Breve Descripción de la Noble Ciudad de Santiago, 38. 
 
377 Lee Palmer Wandel, The Eucharist in the Reformation: Incarnation and Liturgy (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006), 208. 
 
378 AGI. Guatemala, legajo 661. “La Ciudad de Guatemala con el Presidente, Arzobispo, Ministros Señores y 
Cabildo informa a VM del total desolación con lo demás que expresa.” 2 Agosto 1773. Folio 1r-12r.   
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promote comradery among the quarreling parties. Whether compelled by fear or united by 

music-making, the majority voted once again in favor of relocating.379   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The terror conjured by the December 13 aftershock quickly subsided, once again 

renewing regrets over the decision to abandon the capital. Despite extensive physical losses, it 

was clear that the price of relocation far exceeded the cost of repair. Historians Cristina 

Zilbermann de Luján and Julio César Pinto Soria have written on the resistance of criollo 

aristocratic families to relocate, particularly since their wealth was tied to the profitability of the 

haciendas (plantations) in the Panchoy valley.380 Moving to a new valley would drastically 

 
379 Cadena, Breve Descripción de la Noble Ciudad de Santiago, 38-39.  
 
380 Cristina Zilbermann de Luján, “Destrucción y Traslado de la Capital,” in Historia General de Guatemala, 1524-
1582, ed. Jorge Luján Muñoz (Guatemala City: Asociación de Amigos del País, 1999); Zilbermann de Luján, 
Aspectos socioeconómicos del traslado de la Ciudad de Guatemala, 1773-1783 (Guatemala City: Academia de 

Figure 4.1: The signatures of major political figures in Santiago de Guatemala in a letter to the Spanish 
King Carlos III, requesting permission to relocate the capital. AGI. Guatemala, legajo 661. “La Ciudad de 
Guatemala con el Presidente, Arzobispo, Ministros Señores y Cabildos informa a VM del total desolación 
con lo demás que expresa.” 2 Agosto 1773. Folio 12r.  
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reduce the economic influence these families held over local political affairs, and this was 

precisely Mayorga’s ulterior motive for moving the capital. As an agent of the Spanish king, 

Mayorga saw in the earthquake an opportunity to place power back into the hands of peninsular 

Spaniards whose interests aligned with the throne. The capital’s old aristocratic families 

recognized the political motivations behind the relocation, and blatantly ignored royal decrees to 

abandon the destroyed capital. This infuriated royal officials who used aggressive tactics, such as 

destroying remaining structures, to forcibly migrate the capital and its surrounding pueblos de 

indios (indigenous towns). A six-year struggle ensued that split the population in two. The 

dissenting faction was the terronistas (those in favor of remaining) spearheaded by the 

archbishop Pedro Cortés y Larraz, who vehemently opposed the relocation of the cathedral and 

religious orders. The traslacionistas (those in favor of relocating) were loyalists to the crown 

who sided with Mayorga and members of the Real Audiencia. During this schism, the kingdom 

had two competing capitals, the destroyed Antigua (old) Guatemala and La Nueva (the new) 

Guatemala de la Asunción established 30 kilometers away in the valley of La Ermita.  

In the face of widespread physical and political chaos, local officials encountered 

significant challenges in reestablishing normalcy. The old capital’s religious and civic spaces, 

including the city hall and cathedral, were badly damaged in the earthquake. Building materials 

were scarce, which limited the number of provisional ranchos (ranches) that could be built and 

resulted in the mixing of sacred and secular affairs under the same roof. This prompted great 

anxiety over the decencia (decency) of conducting Catholic rites within these poorly constructed 

 
Historia y Geografía de Guatemala, 1987); Julio César Pinto Soria, El Valle Central de Guatemala, 1524-1582: un 
análisis acerca del origen histórico-económico del regionalismo en Centroamérica. Estudios Universitarios, Vol. 31 
(Guatemala City: Editorial Universitaria, 1998), 19. For an extensive bibliography on Santiago de Guatemala in the 
colonial period, refer to David F. Marley, “Select Bibliography: Guatemala City,” in Historic Cities of the Americas: 
An Illustrated Encyclopedia, Volume 1: The Caribbean, Mexico, and Central America (Santa Barbara: ABC CLIO, 
2005), 1: 458-460. 



 

 169 

ranchos. Catholic rituals typically rely on material excess and architectural grandeur to convey 

the mystery of God. Following the earthquake, however, the cathedral’s objects were stored to 

prevent looting. Forced to observe mass in barren provisional spaces, church officials turned to 

music as a means to fill that material void, using polyphony and liturgical chant to sonically 

dignify makeshift altars and to imbue poorly constructed spaces with decency.  

The word decencia carried significant meaning in the colonial context, used to discuss the 

dignity of spaces, the behaviors proper to a person’s social class, and the respectability of a 

person’s blood line.381 In the case of Guatemalan ecclesiastical documentation, the word referred 

to an idealized standard of religious practice expected throughout the archdiocese. It is most 

commonly invoked in its absence; decencia is discussed whenever there was a perceived 

deficiency in a section of the cathedral’s ministry that could affect the execution and reception of 

the divine offices. Even prior to the earthquake, Cortés y Larraz had considered the respectability 

of religious practices in Guatemala to be severely lacking. His letters to the Spanish king 

described an inherently corrupt colony with an ecclesiastical system as mismanaged as the 

wilderness of the Guatemalan landscape. In the months that followed the earthquake, his 

anxieties over decencia increased, and he concerned himself with the state of religious-musical 

practices as a way to compensate for the indecency of provisional spaces.  

This chapter centers on the politicized nature of “decent music” in the post-earthquake 

landscape. Using archival documentation, I show how the cathedral’s maestro de capilla, Rafael 

Antonio Castellanos (d.1791) attempted to negotiate better salaries and working conditions for 

himself and his musicians, the majority of whom were Afrodescendants and mestizos. In multiple 

 
381 Musicologist Jesus Ramos-Kittrell has written extensively on decencia in contemporaneous descriptions of 
musicians in the cathedral of Mexico. Playing in the Cathedral: Music, Race, and Status in New Spain (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2016). 
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letters to cathedral officials, he argued that monetary support would greatly improve both their 

living conditions and the decencia of their music-making. Maintaining musical decorum also 

served as a political tactic for Cortés y Larraz, who denounced the political struggle over 

relocation as detrimental to the solemnity of Catholic rites. I demonstrate how the archbishop’s 

resistance to the relocation of the cathedral and its musical servants posed a significant challenge 

to the legitimacy of a new capital. Without skilled musicians for the proper execution of daily 

mass and the divine offices, the archbishop intentionally withheld the musical forces necessary 

for the spiritual consecration of the new city.  

 

Natural Disasters and the Historical Record  

Beyond my analysis of music’s utility in the post-earthquake capital, this chapter probes 

the historiographical potential for studying natural disaster in conjunction with music. Natural 

disasters are moments of extreme and irrecoverable loss, where—apart from the great harm and 

loss of life—written records and entire archives disappear often in an instant. As such, the 

severity of these events appears primarily in the footnotes of our historiographies of music, as 

brief vignettes that recount the catastrophe that swallowed up a large swath of a region’s musical 

repertoire.382 Leaving a substantial, often insurmountable lacuna in the historical record, we 

rarely consider these disruptive events as productive. I argue that it is precisely their disruptive 

nature, however, that allows us to observe, through examining the process of reestablishing daily 

routine, incredible details into both the extraordinary and ordinary musical practices of a 

particular region. As disruptive forces, earthquakes in the colonial period generated a flurry of 

 
382 The 1734 fire at the Royal Alcázar of Madrid and the 1755 Lisbon earthquake are two examples of disasters that 
destroyed significant collections of music.  
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written documentation, requiring correspondence on the local, regional, and imperial levels to 

negotiate the process of restoring order and dignity to daily life.  

Drawing from primary sources housed at the Archivo Histórico del Arquidiocesano de 

Guatemala (AHAG), the Archivo General de Centro América (ACGA), the Centro de 

Investigaciones Regionales de Mesoamérica (CIRMA), and the Archivo General de Indias (AGI) 

this chapter examines the ways music-making shaped and was shaped by post-earthquake 

politics during the period of relocation. I tease out aspects of eighteenth-century music-making 

embedded in less musical—yet still noisy—sources such as ecclesiastical edicts, royal decrees, 

city plans, diplomatic correspondences, judicial testimonies, minutes from ecclesiastical cabinet 

meetings, architectural reconstruction plans, and account books. These documents contain details 

on disaster’s effects on both cathedral musicians and displaced indigenous musicians. Through 

these materials, I observe the ways disaster both made visible and transformed structures of 

eighteenth-century musical culture of colonial Guatemala. 

This chapter is divided into four sections. I begin by situating Santiago de Guatemala 

within the larger political-economic structures of the colonial region and the Spanish empire to 

contextualize the dispute over the relocation of the capital. The second part focuses on the effects 

of the earthquake on music and musicians in the Panchoy valley. I then move towards 

highlighting musical traditions previously unrecorded, but made visible through post-earthquake 

documentation, providing new insights into the musical structure of the Guatemalan cathedral. I 

end by looking beyond the destroyed cathedral to the surrounding pueblos de indios, showing 

how the politics of religious music-making factored into the forcible relocation of indigenous 

communities. Throughout all four sections, I examine how musicians and church officials 

attempted to use the decency of music to advance their own political agendas.  



 

 172 

Seismic ‘Faults’: The Politics of Disaster 

 Following an extensive two-year survey of the physical and moral topography of the 

Kingdom of Guatemala, archbishop Pedro Cortés y Larraz (1712-1787) prefaced an official 

report to Rey Carlos III, dated July 31, 1769, with brief musing on the geological diversity of the 

colonized landscape and its people: 

It is known (about this diocese) that there are mountains, rivers, Indios, pueblos, valleys, 
ecclesiastical seculars and regulars; but just barely do we know—only vaguely, and 
confusingly, without breaking the surface— the challenges of navigating through the 
wilderness (montes) and rivers; nor [do we know] the governance (manejo) and customs 
of the Indios; not what lies in the center of the valleys, nor what pueblos are like, or the 
everyday habits (método) of their inhabitants, nor their common inclinations; it is to such 
a degree, that everything is incomprehensible and undefinable in America, which is the 
general opinion not only in this kingdom, but also in New Spain.383  

 
Appointed as the third archbishop of the region in 1766, Cortés y Larraz’s report was part of a 

three-stage visita pastoral (pastoral visit), a spiritual expedition commonly undertaken by new 

prelates in the Spanish colonies.384 A warning followed his exposition: the indiscernible 

wilderness of the colony’s geography “naturally” bred deception within the conduct of royal 

administrators. He informed the king that his royal officials, unfamiliar with the ways of the 

indigenous land and peoples, frequently sent him misinformed reports.385 On the contrary, his 

 
383 “Por conclusión de cuanto llevo dicho debo aumentar, que la América es por lo común País mas forastero a sus 
naturales, de lo que puede pensarse. Se sabe (ciñéndome a esta Diócesis) que hay montañas, ríos, Indios, Pueblos, 
Valles, eclesiásticos seculares, y Regulares; pero apenas se sabe sino vaga, y confusamente, sin penetrar, ni los 
embarazos, que ofrecen para sus tránsitos los montes, y los ríos; ni el manejo, y costumbres de los Indios, no a que 
se reducen las Valles, ni como son muchos Pueblos, ni el método de sus habitadores; ni las inclinaciones, a que 
propenden; en tanto grado, que es opinión general no solamente en este Reino, sino también en la Nueva España, 
que todo es incomprensible e indefinible en la América.” AGI. Guatemala, legajo 939. “El Arzobispo expone a V.M. 
con la mas verdadera sencillez, la ninguna proporción de sus fuerzas, talento, virtud, y disposición, para el Gobierno 
de aquella Diócesis, a fin de que SM la provea de Prelado mas útil, que consiga las felicidades de que tanto 
necesita.” 31 julio 1769. Folio 1r. 
 
384 The three stages were as follows: 3 November 1768 to 1 July 1769, 22 November 1769 to 9 February 1770, and 5 
July 1770 to 29 August 1770. For more on Cortés y Larraz’s visita pastoral, refer to Sylvia Sellers-García, Distance 
and Documents at the Spanish Empire’s Periphery (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2014).  
 
385 “De aquí se deduce inevitablemente, que deben considerarse como fundamento mui débil para varias 
determinaciones algunos, y aun muchos informes, que se dan a V.M. por personas a quienes no esta encargado el 
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reports were “without lie,” as they were built on an empirical understanding of the cosmography 

of the archdiocese. He claimed this knowledge from having seen the entire colony with his own 

eyes, touched everything with his own fingers, and meticulously recorded what he observed.386 

For Cortés y Larraz, first-hand experience of the geographical terrain was necessary to govern 

and impose discipline, both spiritually and politically, over a region and peoples as diverse as 

those in the Americas. He claimed that his knowledge of the region was so extensive, he humbly 

wrote to the king, he could produce detailed maps of the entire colony if only his spiritual duties 

allowed the time. 

Despite demonstrating a superior command of the area’s geography, Cortés y Larraz’s 

letter was a distress signal that foreshadowed his official resignation, which came exactly one 

month later on August 31, 1769.387 He was overwhelmed by what he considered “the miserable 

state” of religious affairs throughout the region, which included widespread alcohol abuse among 

clergymen and the inobservance of feast days among indigenous peoples.388 At the age of 59, he 

 
asunto de que se trata; mayormente cuando uno de los vicios mas dominantes de estos Reinos es la mentira, a que se 
le ha perdido tanto el temor, y de que ninguno se avergüenza, pues se miente frecuentemente; en lo que importa, 
como en lo que no importa, con lo que ha pasado este vicio a naturaleza, y muy frecuentemente se dan informes en 
materia que se ignora, y los comprobantes son mentiras no quiero decir, que conozcan, que mienten sujetos de 
carácter, que informan a V.M. sino que talvez informan en materias, que no saben, y se gobiernan por sujetos, que 
los mienten.” AGI. Guatemala, legajo 939. “El Arzobispo expone a V.M. con la mas verdadera sencillez, la ninguna 
proporción de sus fuerzas, talento, virtud, y disposición, para el Gobierno de aquella Diócesis, a fin de que SM la 
provea de Prelado mas útil, que consiga las felicidades de que tanto necesita.” 31 julio 1769. Folio 1r-1v. 
 
386 “…hay que saber en ellas en lo cosmográfico, moral, y político, y todo visto por mis ojos, tocado con mis manos, 
y corroborado con documentos que juzgando prudentemente, no ofrecen el menor engaño.” AGI. Guatemala, legajo, 
939. “El Arzobispo expone a V.M. con la mas verdadera sencillez, la ninguna proporción de sus fuerzas, talento, 
virtud, y disposición, para el Gobierno de aquella Diócesis, a fin de que SM la provea de Prelado mas útil, que 
consiga las felicidades de que tanto necesita.” 31 julio 1769. Folio 2r.  
 
387 AGI. Guatemala, legajo 939. “El Arzobispo hace dimisión de aquel Arzobispado en las Reales manos de S.M. 
por considerar que estas solas pueden levantarle del miserable estado en que se halla.” 31 agosto 1769. Folio 7r-8v.  
 
388 AGI. Guatemala, legajo 553. “El Arzobispo de Goathemala informa a V.M. sobre la inobservancia de fiestas que 
ha notado en las Valles, haciendas, Trapiches, y pajuides con otros desordenes, que se advierten en dichos lugares 
para que se provehea de remedio oportuno, y eficaz,” 1 abril 1770. This letter is among several loose papers.  
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told the king he had not the virility, patience or personality to rectify the indecencies that 

corrupted the secular and ecclesiastical administration of Guatemala. Furthermore, the vastness 

of the kingdom made it impossible for him to oversee religious practice in all its valleys and 

mountains. Enacting order appeared to him an impossible mission. Along with his resignation, he 

requested a travel license to return to Spain for the express purpose of appearing before the king 

and the Council of Indies to verbally recount all the “evils” that plagued the colony.389  

The king denied his request.390 In arguing he was unfit for the position, Cortés y Larraz’s 

meticulous accounting of the region’s disorder proved indispensable to a monarch concerned 

with strengthening his influence over political affairs in neglected colonial possessions. 

Understanding geographical spaces and distances was necessary to that imperial agenda, and the 

king’s letter to the archbishop showed particular interest in his knowledge of the terrain. Carlos 

III asked him to submit a detailed compendium of the issues that poisoned the administrative and 

ecclesiastical organization of the colony, and to create the detailed maps he had previously 

mentioned.391 The result was the exhaustive Descripción Geográfico-Moral de la Diócesis de 

Goathemala (1770), three handwritten tomes organized around the archbishop’s travel routes. It 

included 113 watercolors painted by an unknown artist depicting the geography of every parish 

in the kingdom (Figure 4.2). Cataloging the geographical particularities of each pueblo alongside 

 
389 AGI. Guatemala, legajo 939. “El Arzobispo de Goathemala pide se le conceda licencia para venir a estos 
Reinos.” [1770]. Folio 9. 
 
390 AGI. Guatemala, legajo 939. “Al Arzobispo de Goathemala manifestándole no ser aceptable su proposición…” 5 
julio 1770. Folio 25r- 28v.  
 
391 “…me deis cuenta con particularidad, especificación, y reserve de cuanto hayáis advertido en ella, informando 
categóricamente y con justificación de la raíz y origen de todos los daños que enunciáis en las dos citadas cartas, 
acompañando las mapas que ofrecéis con la claridad, y circunstancias que proponéis…” AGI. Guatemala, legajo 
939. “Al Arzobispo de Goathemala manifestándole no ser aceptable su proposición en que admitírsele la renuncia 
que ha hecho de aquel Arzobispado, y permitirle se ausente de el, y encargándole que concluida su Pastoral visita 
execute el informe que se expresa para aplicar el remedio correspondiente.” Madrid, 5 julio 1770. Folio 27v-28r.  
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the moral characteristics of its indigenous population, Cortés y Larraz’s monograph mapped the 

region of Central America in unprecedented detail. 392   

 

 

The Kingdom of Guatemala, also known as the Captaincy-General of Guatemala, 

stretched from the modern-day Mexican state of Chiapas to the northern border of Panama, and 

encompassed what today is Guatemala, Belize, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa 

Rica. Only a few roads and navigable waterways connected what were distinct ethnic 

communities. For much of the region’s colonial past, provincial centers—such as San Salvador, 

Léon, Comayagua, and Cartago—wielded significant power over their own political and 

 
392 Pedro Cortés y Larraz, Descripción geográfico-moral de la diócesis de Goathemala (Guatemala: Sociedad de 
Geografía e Historia de Guatemala, 1958 [1768]). The original is housed by Archivo General de Indias and is 
digitally available through the database PARES. AGI. Guatemala, legajo 948. MP-Guatemala, 154.  

Figure 4.2: “Mapa del Curato de Zacatepeques,” from Pedro Cortéz y Larraz, Descripción Geografica-
Moral (1770), Tomo I. Folio 300v.  AGI. Guatemala, legajo 948, N. 3. MP-Guatemala, 154. Pedro Cortéz y 
Larraz. Descripción Geografica-Moral. Tomo I. Folio 300v. This map illustrates the diocese of 
Sacatepequez. Santiago de Guatemala is marked as number 1 on this map.  
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economic affairs, rarely feeling the governing hand of Santiago de Guatemala.393 Catholicism 

was more successful than imperial bureaucracy in uniting the disparate kingdom, as Cortés y 

Larraz’s moral-geographical expedition demonstrated. The colony was divided into more than 

one hundred parishes united by a hierarchical system in which parochial priests took orders from 

and reported to the archbishop and the cabildo (governing body) of the cathedral in the capital.  

Second to Mexico City, Santiago de Guatemala was the most important political and 

ecclesiastical center in the Viceroyalty of New Spain. In his 1774 account of the earthquake, 

Felipe Cadena described the architectural and cultural casualties suffered by the colonial 

capital.394 It contained forty-one ecclesiastical buildings, including monasteries, convents, 

churches, and a church hospital, and all elegantly embellished both inside and out.395 Economic 

prosperity in the 1700s created a flourishing “spiritual economy” of religious artisans who 

outfitted these churches with elaborate ornamentation and religious icons.396 Musical labor also 

formed a part of that spiritual economy. There were multiple guilds of musicians who performed 

music in the cathedral, in convents and monasteries, in street processions for both civic and 

religious events, as well as in state holidays such as the occasional celebration of royal 

marriages, births, and exequies. Surviving religious music manuscripts composed within the 

eighteenth-century Guatemalan cathedral reflect the radiating spiritual influence of the capital, 

 
393 Jordana Dym and Christophe Belaubre, eds., Politics, Economy, and Society in Bourbon Central America, 1759-
1821 (Boulder: University Press of Colorado, 2007).  
 
394 Cadena, Breve Descripción de la Nobel Ciudad, 5. 
 
395 Brianna Leavitt-Alcántara, “Intimate Indulgences: Salvation and Local Religion in Eighteenth-Century Santiago 
de Guatemala,” Colonial Latin American Review 23, no. 2 (2014): 252-279. 
 
396 Barbara Barieau Mauldin, “Images of the Christ Child: Devotions and Iconography in Europe and New Spain,” 
(PhD diss., University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, 2001), 179.  
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with many of the portadas (covers) of villancicos containing annotations with regional town 

names, attesting to their dissemination and use outside the capital.397  

At the center of Santiago de Guatemala stood la plaza mayor, a square at the center of a 

grid city lauded for its symmetrical perfection; a stone fountain stood in the middle, the Iglesia 

Catedral de Santiago and the Galería del Palacio Arzobispal to the east, to the south the Casa 

Real, to the north el Cabildo (city hall), and to the west a stone gate leading to La Metropolitana 

district (aristocratic apartments).398 Built on a grid system, the proximity of a person’s home to la 

plaza mayor indicated his/her social-political standing within the community. In the immediate 

outskirts of Santiago de Guatemala were the pueblos de indios, forcibly created following the 

founding of the city in 1543. These villages contained the majority of the tributary labor for the 

capital. Of the 30,000 inhabitants who inhabited the city in the 1750s, sixty-seven percent were 

casta (mixed-race)—made up of mestizos, mulattos, and ladinos (assimilated indigenous 

peoples)—twenty percent were indios and thirteen percent were españoles.399  

Toward the middle of the eighteenth century the political structures of the kingdom 

shifted dramatically. While in the past the kingdom had been of little economic value to the 

Spanish empire, the growth of commercial power among wholesalers in the Guatemalan capital, 

the discovery of silver mines in Honduras, and the success of indigo in the San Salvador region 

brought the colony back to the forefront of the empire, at a time when the crown was 

 
397 An extensive collection of music manuscript from the colonial era is conserved at AHAG. As of May 2020, these 
manuscripts are still in the process of being catalogued by Omar Morales Abril. The author thanks Omar for his 
assistance accessing music manuscripts consulted in this chapter.  
 
398 Sidney David Markman, Colonial Architecture of Antigua Guatemala. Memoirs of the American Philosophical 
Society, Vol. 64 (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1966).  
 
399 Christopher H. Lutz, Historia sociodemográfica de Santiago de Guatemala, 1541-1773 (Antigua: CIRMA, 
1982), 11. 
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increasingly concerned with expanding its military and economic dominance.400 After two 

centuries of self-governance, Santiago de Guatemala’s ayuntamiento (civic government) dictated 

the region’s trade regulations, the collection of tax and the distribution of land and labor in the 

Panchoy valley. Church agencies also wielded significant economic influence over the political 

landscape, their extreme wealth coming from the possession of several large and profitable 

haciendas.401 Looking to cash in on the colony’s newly discovered wealth, the crown attempted 

to limit the power of local institutions through an aggressive set of policies known as the 

Bourbon Reforms. On an imperial level, these reforms sought to reinvigorate the declining 

empire through reconsolidating monarchical power, both within Spain and across its neglected 

colonial possessions. 402 In Santiago de Guatemala, royal officials were tasked with stripping 

power from the hands of criollos and church agencies, returning control of local politics, trade, 

and land holdings to loyal peninsular-Spaniards. Prior to the earthquake, however, royal officials 

could do little to stunt the political force of local institutions.403  

After the king rejected Cortés y Larraz’s resignation, the archbishop wearily continued 

his exhaustive survey of the moral character of the kingdom. In September 1770, he set his 

reforming sights on the Catedral Metropolitana de Santiago de Guatemala. To enact moral 

change throughout the colony’s rural areas, he focused on standardizing liturgical practices in the 

cathedral to serve as the shining example of ecclesiastical order for rural churches and parishes 

 
400 Richmond Forrest Brown, “Family, Business, and Politics in Bourbon Central America: The Rise of Juan Fermín 
de Acinena, 1750-1796” (Ph.D. diss., Tulane University, New Orleans, 1993), 28.  
 
401 Brown, “Family, Business, and Politics in Bourbon Central America,” 22. 
 
402 Christophe Belaubre has written on the royal interest to consolidate power in the Americas, a push he dates to 
1772, a year prior to the earthquake during which José de Gálvez, a prime figure behind the Bourbon reforms, was 
appointed to the Council of Indies in Madrid. Belaubre, “El traslado de la capital del reino de Guatemala (1773-
1779). Conflicto de poder y juegos sociales,” in Revista Historia 57-58 (enero-diciembre 2008): 27.  
 
403 Brown, “Family, Business, and Politics in Bourbon Central America,” 22-26.  
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in the region. The archbishop preempted his visita canonica (official visit to the cathedral) with 

an interrogatorio, a list of nineteen questions on the execution of the divine hour, testing church 

official’s on their knowledge of and adherence to Tridentine liturgical practices.404 He directed 

his questions to the cabildo, the cathedral’s main governing body, whose members were in 

charge of enforcing ecclesiastical law both in the capital and across the colony. Cabildo 

members also sang in the cathedral’s plainchant choir whenever their in-house administrative 

duties allowed.405 As was standard in an official visit by an archbishop, the visita began with the 

ceremonial pontifical mass. In its performance, however, Cortés y Larraz was disappointed by 

what he heard as great deficiencies in the cathedral singers’ musical abilities. He attributed these 

deficiencies to a lack of discipline in the conduct of choir members. Later he received 

unsatisfactory answers to his interrogatorio, prompting him to release a set of controversial choir 

regulations in order to correct the indecencies he observed.  

The visita canonica prompted the archbishop’s second literary contribution, the Reglas y 

Estatutos del Coro de la Santa Iglesia de Goathemala (1770/1772), rules for the cathedral 

singers.406 For the most part, the publication reiterated choir regulations standardized during the 

Council of Trent and the III Provincial Council of Mexico (1585). While scholars have long 

considered Reglas y Estatutos an accurate representation of liturgical practices in Santiago de 

Guatemala, I argue that the book was Cortés y Larraz’s attempt to eliminate local adaptations in 

 
404 AHAG. Fondo Cabildo. Actas Capitulares. Tomo V. 28 septiembre 1770. Folio 71.  
 
405 At the time, the Guatemalan cathedral’s cabildo was made up of eight members: the dean, cantor, schoolmaster, 
treasurer, and four canons.   
 
406 AHAG. Fondo Cabildo. Sochantría. Maestro de Capilla. Reglas y Estatutos de la Santa Metropolitana Iglesia de 
Santiago de Goathemala (Santiago de Guatemala: Joachin de Arevalo, 1770). The archive also contains a copy of 
the second draft of the choir regulations printed in 1772 by the printer Antonio Cubillas in Mixco in 1772, also filled 
in the series “Maestro de Capilla.” AGI contains copies of both versions, catalogued under Guatemala, legajo 947.  
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liturgical practice.407 The archbishop considered any deviation from Tridentine regulations as 

detrimental to the solemnity of Catholic rites, and the book was a reminder to the cabildo to 

enforce a strict interpretation of Tridentine decrees. The Guatemalan community, however, was 

greatly disturbed by his complete overhaul of liturgical traditions. Through his choir reforms, 

royal and civic officials saw a new archbishop attempting to implement his absolute control over 

the administration of the cathedral by making its governing body appear incompetent in its 

handling of sacred Catholic rituals.  

Taken within the context of diplomatic correspondence found at AGI and AHAG, we can 

see that the choir reforms had an earth-shattering effect on the political landscape of Santiago de 

Guatemala, a seismic metaphor all the more poignant for the rapidity with which Reglas y 

Estatutos was printed and forced into effect. The political maelstrom that erupted required royal 

intervention. Guatemala’s president at the time, Pedro de Salazar, and other high-ranking civil 

and ecclesiastical officials defended the cabildo in letters to Carlos III. Their letters praised the 

singing abilities of the cathedral’s choir and denounced the archbishop’s disregard for long-

standing traditions. In defense of the way they conducted liturgical rites, the cabildo argued it 

was the archbishop who did not understand the customs and traditions of Guatemala.  

While a full review of the musical and political ramifications of the Reglas y Estatutos is 

beyond the scope of this chapter, I linger on this book because it highlights the negotiation 

between idealized religious practices and the reality of musical resources in remote colonial 

regions. Although Tridentine decrees dictated the execution of musical-liturgical practices, these 

regulations were not observed uniformly across the Spanish empire; regional differences in 

economic structures, racial categories, educational opportunities, and the irregular circulation of 

 
407 I am currently working on an article that discusses Reglas y Estatutos in more depth.  
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music, musicians, and musical instruments all affected the extent to which ecclesiastical 

standards were met, particularly in marginalized regions of the empire. As a result, religious 

musical traditions in Guatemala were localized to fit available musical resources. Cortés y 

Larraz, accustomed to highly structured services in the Zaragoza region of Spain and having 

likely experienced music in the Mexico City cathedral on his journey to Guatemala, was greatly 

disappointed by the state of music in his new archdiocese. This paralleled his disappointment 

over the general state of devotion and morality in the kingdom. 

On March 15, 1772, Carlos III issued a real cédula (royal decree) addressing the 

Guatemalan choir regulations.408 While the subject of the dispute was over musical practices, the 

heart of the conflict was clearly diplomatic. The decree praised the efficacy of the archbishop’s 

undertaking, while also presenting a number of changes to expressly appease the enraged 

cabildo: 

...we’d like to thank you for the zeal with which you fixed the choir of that Holy Church 
although some of the letters you wrote carried a tone of ardo (burn), without 
understanding that the customs those prebendaries follow come from their predecessors 
(and this) should free you from your scruples, and we beg and charge you to live in peace 
and harmony with your cabildo, that you remove the provisions and rules that have been 
noted (in our statues) and that you print them again with the referred to declarations and 
modifications, remitting some copies to my counsel.409  

 
The political fallout surrounding the choir reforms shows how Cortés y Larraz utilized 

Tridentine rules on musical liturgical practice as a way to enforce his vision of ecclesiastical 

administration and conduct, while also exerting his authority as the new supreme prelate of the 

 
408 AHAG. Fondo Cabildo. Reales Cédulas, 1771-1780. 15 mayo 1772. Folio 126r-130r.  
 
409 “...y también ha parecido daros gracias por el celo con que habéis procurado arreglar el coro de esta Santa Iglesia 
aunque llevado de el en una de las cartas que escribisteis al cabildo le tratáis con demasiado ardo, sin atender a que 
la costumbre que han seguido practicada por los Prebendados sus antecesores le libra de todo escrúpulo para la 
legitima percepción de sus estipendiados, y rogaros, y encargos (como lo hago) que viváis en toda paz, y armonía 
con vuestro cabildo, y que quitadas las proposiciones, y reglas que quedan notadas en vuestro estatutos los 
imprimáis de nuevo con las referidas declaraciones, y modificaciones, remitiendo al expresado mi consejo algunos 
ejemplares de ellos...” AHAG. Fondo Cabildo. Reales Cédulas. 15 marzo 1772. Folio 33.   
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colonial region. His political motivations behind making liturgical practices decente foreshadows 

how he later used the integrity of musical practices to prevent the relocation of the Guatemalan 

cathedral after the Santa Marta earthquake. His handling of the choir reformations provides 

crucial insight into the mindset of a meticulous and conservative prelate whose strict 

interpretations of ecclesiastical law and historical precedence led him to disregard the formalities 

of political hierarchies in the pursuit of a “true” moral standard. These were personality traits that 

originally made him an attractive candidate for the archbishop of a kingdom on the margins of 

the Spanish empire. Following the 1773 earthquakes, these same personality traits cast him as a 

maverick in the eyes of the crown. Later, Carlos III would regret his choice to reject Cortés y 

Larraz’s resignation.  

The Santa Marta Earthquake arrived two months into the tenure of the new president, 

Martín de Mayorga. He had been sent to Guatemala with the express purpose of redistributing 

power in the Panchoy valley; however, stripping local elites of their influence proved a 

formidable task. The earthquake brought an unexpected opportunity to imperial interests, 

creating a perfect excuse to relocate and restructure the region’s political structure. Even as he 

waited for local officials to approve relocation measures, Mayorga had already requested an 

exhaustive analysis of three valleys, surveying everything from the temperament of the earth—

such as weather patterns, climate, fertility of the land, and nearby water sources—to the 

temperament of local indigenous populations, whether they were of a hostile disposition or prone 

to sickness and disease. The information he gathered was published locally and sent to Carlos III. 

Two years later, the king issued two real cédulas (royal decrees) that christened the valley of la 
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Ermita as la Nueva Guatemala de la Asunción, officially retiring the name “Santiago de 

Guatemala.”410 This left the old capital nameless, rendering it illegitimate.411   

Terronistas rallied behind Cortés y Larraz, who challenged Mayorga’s plans on a moral 

and economic level. In a letter to the king denounced the president’s morals, the archbishop 

asked who would pay for the relocation of the poor. If these people struggled to make ends meet 

in their current situation, how might they be expected to carry the burden of their own relocation 

costs? he asked.412 The vast majority of inhabitants of the destroyed capital were without the 

economic means to make the 30 kilometer move northwest. When the moral argument met deaf 

ears, he turned to ecclesiastical law. The archbishop opposed relocation on the grounds that only 

a pope could sanction the removal of a cathedral to another city. Pope Clement XIV had died in 

September of 1774, and the archbishop argued that pending Rome’s appointment of a new pope, 

no one had the authority to relocate the cathedral’s sacred space. In the meantime, he argued that 

the indecency of ill-equipped provisional spaces severely affected the reception of the divine 

message among congregants at a time when they needed God’s word the most. Villainizing the 

president, Cortés y Larraz argued it wouldn’t be decente for Mayorga to continue to oppose the 

reconstruction of religious spaces in the old capital. In letters to local officials and in 

correspondences to the king, he urged them to immediately approve the rebuilding of the ruined 

cathedral. 413  

 
410 The first cedula was issued July 21, 1755 and the second March 23, 1776. 
 
411 Héctor Humberto Samayoa Guevara, Los Gremios de Artesanos en la Ciudad de Guatemala, 1524-1821, 
(Guatemala: Editorial Universitaria, 1962), 46. In this period the city was referred to as the “Ruined Guatemala” or 
as the “Antigua (old) Guatemala.” Today it is called Antigua.  
 
412 AGI. Guatemala, legajo 658. Pedro Cortés y Larraz to Carlos III. 1 diciembre 1773. Folio 686v.  
 
413 AHAG. Fondo Diocesano. Secretaría del Gobierno. Correspondencia. Ilustrísimo Señor Don Pedro Cortes y 
Larraz, 1767-1778. Expediente No. 2. Pedro Cortés y Larraz to Deán Miguel de Montufar. 29 julio 1775. [1r], sin 
foliación.   
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Attempting to rally the cabildo against Mayorga, Cortés y Larraz appealed to their 

religious obligations. In a letter accordingly timed to the second anniversary of the Santa Marta 

earthquake, Cortés y Larraz stressed to cabildo members that their religious duties should always 

be executed with “corresponding exactitude and decency,” and this included singing as they 

formed part of the choir that sang plainchant for the divine hours. In his letter, he again addresses 

what he heard as a deficiency in their singing, but he attributes their poor performance to a low 

morale fueled by the indecency of the cathedral’s provisional space. He recalled the state of 

music-making in the days that followed the July 29, 1773 earthquake; how cabildo singers, 

overcoming great difficulties, returned to their primary duty of singing the divine offices by the 

15th of August, executing them with all the ritualidad (rituality) possible under the disastrous 

circumstances. In his letter, the archbishop called on the cabildo to muster forth once again that 

same zeal in their singing for the divine hours, and—getting to the main point of his letter—to 

apply that energy against the relocation of the cathedral.414 Although in 1779 the cabildo 

eventually sided with Mayorga, finally bring an end to the six-year long standoff, Cortés y 

Larraz’s appeal to their sense of musical-religious duty points to the importance placed on 

music-making following the earthquake.  

 

Musical Rituals in the Destroyed Capital 
 

In the tragic aftermath of the earthquake, catholic officials relied on the well-oiled 

machinery of catholic liturgy to reestablish normalcy, following the prescriptive structure of 

religious rites to restore religious order. We see this in Cortés y Larraz’s praise of cabildo singers 

 
414 AHAG. Fondo diocesano. Secretaría del Gobierno. Correspondencia. Ilustrísimo Señor Don Pedro Cortes y 
Larraz, 1767-1778. Expediente No. 2. Pedro Cortés y Larraz to Deán Miguel de Montufar. 29 julio 1775. [Fol. 1v], 
sin foliación. 
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and their quick return to the divine offices. In the face of great material loss, liturgical traditions 

remained intact and readily accessible in the minds and ears of musicians and listeners. Unlike 

the years-long construction or restoration of a building, reestablishing liturgical rites required 

only a few voices. In the prevailing uncertainty of the physical world, church officials believed 

that the integrity of the soul could be preserved through the continued performance of those well-

worn gestures of religious practice. Therefore, rituals, such as the ceremonial bestowing of a new 

title to a cabildo member, continued to be observed and recorded with their usual solemnity, 

even as they occurred in provisional spaces.  

This was the case when Juan José Gonzales Batres was promoted to the position of 

chantre (cantor) in the weeks following the Santa Marta earthquake. The ceremony was 

conducted with the same pomp and circumstance of the pre-earthquake period. In the straw 

rancho that was the archbishop’s temporary palace and sala capitular (chapter house), Batres 

prostrated himself before the feet of the dean and three canons, and spoke aloud the standard 

juramento (oath), professing his faith in God. The dean and one canon placed a bonete (four 

corner hat) upon his head, signifying his corporal assumption of the position of canon. The new 

canon embraced his fellow colleagues before they all made their way out of the provisional 

rancho and to the straw cathedral, arriving at a makeshift choir space, where each took their 

corresponding seat. The dean rose once more, taking Batres by the hand and placing him in his 

rightful chair as chantre. Grabbing a handful of silver coins, the new cantor scattered the silver 

disks around the choir loft, a material gesture that symbolized his spiritual posesión (assumption) 

of the honored position.415 Although the event was conducted in straw ranchos, the solemnity of 

 
415 AHAG. Fondo cabildo. Secretaría. Expediente No.3. “Posesión de la Chantría dada al Señor Maestre Escuela 
Don y Maestro Don Juan José Gonzales Batres.” 1773. [1r], sin foliación.  
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the event was constructed from the interplay between the material and immaterial aspects of the 

ceremony.  

The earthquake arrived during the region’s rainy season, making it impossible to repair 

damaged structures. Provisional spaces were erected in open spaces of the destroyed capital as 

civic meeting houses, royal headquarters, and religious spaces. These ranchos were constructed 

from straw; a measure that minimized casualties in the event of a violent aftershock. 

Ecclesiastical officials, however, complained that the straw allowed vulgar sounds and disruptive 

street noise to shatter the solemnity of religious services, severely affecting their ability to 

minister to their congregations in a time of great need.416  

Thirty kilometers away, in the new provisional city, the situation was perhaps worse. 

Towards the end of September 1773, Father Felipe Cadena, whose observations opened this 

chapter, found himself in the valley of La Ermita and reported to Cortés y Larraz the disgraceful 

state of the provisional church set up by President Mayorga. After securing the signatures of all 

the city’s elite approving relocation, the president and the real audiencia had immediately 

departed the ruined city for the new valley in the first weeks of September 1773. Upon arriving, 

Mayorga ordered the construction of a small straw ranch in the new plaza to serve multiple 

purposes.417 In the morning it was used for the celebration of mass. During the day it became a 

marketplace for the sale of bread and other products. At night, homeless people sheltered inside 

and meat was smoked for the next day’s consumption. Appalled by the indecency of the space, 

Miguel de Andalu, the priest of the local parochial church, refused to celebrate mass in the 

 
416 AHAG. Fondo diocesano. Secretaría. Traslado de la Ciudad, 1773-1775. “Don Fray Felipe Cadena sobre rancho 
en [sic] se celebra misa en la Hermita con sobrada indecencia.” 30 septiembre 1773. [Fol. 1], sin foliación.  
 
417 Due to a shortage in building supplies, Cadena notes how the rancho ended up being much smaller than originally 
intended. Furthermore, the structure had no doors, and therefore no way to secure it from people who sought shelter 
inside.  
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rancho. Although the earthquake significantly damaged la Ermita’s parochial church, Medina 

returned to the dilapidated structure, which was far bigger than the provisional rancho and could 

accommodate the scores of people desirous to hear mass.418 Fearful of the church’s collapse, the 

president refused to take a single step inside, making arrangements to hear mass in the open 

space of the parish cemetery.419 In their letters, Cadena and Medina expressed concerns over the 

security of these ranchos, which were vulnerable to looting. The sacred objects used in daily 

rites could not be safely stored in these provisional structures, and therefore, they argued that 

religious services could not properly honor the greatness of God.  

Gold chalices and plates, tabernacles and altars, bells of all sorts, baptismal basins, holy 

relics, sacred icons, religious paintings, candle holders and snuffers, decanters, books, tables, 

cloths, and pipe organs. The earthquake exposed the profound materiality of daily catholic 

rituals, revealing the extent to which religious officials relied on objects to dignify and mystify 

what were otherwise everyday occurrences. A 1774 letter from the cabildo addressed the 

archbishop’s concerns over maintaining the decencia of religious objects in storage.420 It detailed 

the highly ritualized nature in which sacred items were cared for on a daily basis, recording the 

extraordinary care the cabildo took to store these objects in ways that preserved their “complete 

dignity.”421 With the cathedral and its churches in ruins, valuable ornaments and embellishments 

 
418 AHAG. Fondo Diocesano. Secretaría. Traslado de la Ciudad, 1773-1775. Miguel de Medina to Pedro Cortés y 
Larraz. 11 octubre 1773. [Fol. 2-3v], sin foliación. 
 
419 AHAG. Fondo Diocesano. Secretaría. Traslado de la Ciudad, 1773-1775. Miguel de Medina to Pedro Cortés y 
Larraz. 11 octubre 1773.  [Fol. 3r], sin foliación.  
 
420 AGI. Guatemala, Legajo 947. “El Arzobispo de Guatemala concluida la visita canoníca de esta Metropolitana 
informa a VM sobre algunos puntos relativos a la distribución de rentas…” 1 septiembre 1774. The specific section 
this citation refers to is inside of the testimonio that is attached with this letter. [Fol. 1-8], sin foliación. 
421 AGI. Guatemala, Legajo 947. “El Arzobispo de Guatemala concluida la visita canoníca de esta Metropolitana 
informa a VM sobre algunos puntos relativos a la distribución de rentas…” 1 septiembre 1774. The specific section 
this citation refers to is inside of the testimonio that is attached with this letter. [Fol. 1v], sin foliación. 
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were stored at the Universidad de San Carlos de Borromeo, where they remained locked away 

for the duration of the six-year dispute over the capital’s location and well into the 1780s, when 

the new cathedral was under construction.422  

In the absence of material excess, cathedral officials relied on music to evoke the proper 

sentiments from churchgoers. Ecclesiastical correspondence shows the cabildo’s attention to 

religious-musical practices, particularly polyphonic music, commonly used to sonically indicate 

the solemnity of important feast days. In the weeks after the earthquake, they provided extra 

financial assistance to the capilla, the group of musicians and singers who performed polyphony. 

This support was prompted by a letter from the cathedral’s maestro de capilla, Rafael Antonio 

Castellanos, describing the hardships capilla musicians faced; most had lost their possessions in 

the disaster. On August 17, nineteen days after the earthquake, the cabildo and the archbishop 

approved a charity fund of 300 pesos for the capilla, divided among its fifteen musicians and its 

boy singers (Figure 4.3).423 Music was a solution to the problem of indecent space. In the 

absence of gold-gilded objects and architectural grandeur, music became the prime mediator of 

religious experience, allowing congregants to feel the power of God. Its greatest power was in its 

creation of hallowed space, while its intangibleness made it resistant to theft.  

 
422 For more on the inventory of religious artefacts stored in the cathedral refer to Johann Estuard Melchor Toledo, 
“El arte religioso de La Antigua Guatemala, 1773-1821: Crónica de la emigración de sus imágenes” (PhD diss., 
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 2011).  
 
423 AHAG. Fondo Cabildo. Sochantría. Maestro de Capilla. Expediente No 4. “Se conceden trecientos pesos a los 
músicos por vía de ayuda de rentas.” 1773. [Fol. 1r-2v], sin folación.  
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Despite the value of music’s immateriality after the earthquake, religious-musical 

practices were intensely material. This is reflected in the cathedral’s documentation, where music 

was treated similar to a sacred object; it was another thing necessary for the proper observance of 

daily rites. Musicians were paid from the cathedral’s fábrica espiritual, the expense account that 

covered materials expressly for the divine offices and mass, objects that added to the 

mystification of rites and the creation of solemn space. This was opposed to the fábrica material, 

which covered all other material expenses related to running the cathedral. The materiality of 

spirituality included everything from payments to a lavandora (a woman who washed vestments) 

Figure 4.3: “Distribución de trescientos 
pesos.” Rafael Antonio Castellanos’s 1773 
roster of singers and musicians in the 
cathedral capilla. The asterisks refer to 
musicians no longer in the capital. Those 
with the economic means fled the city in the 
aftermath of the earthquake.  

AHAG. Cabildo. Sochantría. Maestro de 
Capilla. Expediente No 4. “Se conceden 
trecientos pesos a los músicos por vía de 
ayuda de rentas.” 1773 [Fol. 1r], sin 
folación. 
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to the commission of new choir books. The 1770 account book for the fábrica espiritual included 

payment to a doña Polonia Dominguez for wax; the cost of a ceremonial rug; the price of six 

months’ worth of cacao, wine, and holy oil; payment for candles used in a procession for Nuestra 

Señora del Socorro; bills from a repairman who was constantly fixing the church clock; the 

purchase of lumber for structural repairs; and receipts for a commissioned portrait of the new 

archbishop.424  

Wedged between these material expenses are copious receipts for musical labor. The 

most common documents were written statements by boy singers requesting their yearly 

wardrobe, along with the approval of the church accountant who priced every aspect of their 

uniforms, from their hats to their socks, down to individual buttons. Other receipts included 

monthly payments to the capellanes de coro and bi-annual payments to the maestro de capilla 

and his musicians. Throughout the years these account books detailed repairs to the binding and 

covers of old music books, the purchase of new cassocks for choir members, repairs to the choir 

loft, and extra payments to musicians for performing on feast days, processions, and state 

celebrations that fell outside their expected duties.425   

Throughout his tenure as maestro de capilla, Castellanos advocated for the safeguarding 

of musical objects. Prior to the earthquake, the cabildo was not mindful of its musicians, their 

materials, and their livelihood. This resulted in significant personal sacrifice from Castellanos, 

who, from his own salary, paid for the housing and education of boy singers, the hiring of extra 

musicians for the matins of important feast days, and the paper he used for musical 

 
424 AHAG. Fondo Cabildo. Mayordomía. Libranzas, 1757-1700. Expediente 12. Libranzor, 1770.  
 
425 AHAG. Fondo Cabildo. Mayordomía. Libranzas, 1757-1770. Expedientes 2-12. Sin foliación. 
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compositions.426 In a January 1766 letter to the cabildo, Castellanos asked for permission to have 

an armario (cabinet) built and placed in the singers’ dressing space, offering to pay for the 

furniture piece himself. The cabinet would store a violin, other instruments, and papers for 

“various times,” referring to the music manuscripts needed to celebrate different feast days.427 A 

letter written after the earthquake again addressed the storage of capilla objects. He explained 

that their provisional rancho did not contain a dedicated storage space for choir books, cloaks, 

and instruments. He asked for the fábrica espiritual to pay for the construction of a new cabinet 

and for the hiring of two new musicians. In addition, he asks that the cathedral provide the boy 

singers a salary as their voices were necessary for days of solemnity (the highest-ranking feast 

days). 428 These two letters represent many petitions by Castellanos to the cathedral for 

improvements to the working conditions of musicians. These letters often used language that 

would appeal to the archbishop, with Castellanos argued that materials were necessary for 

maintaining the decencia of the capilla and the divine hours.  

Most of the capilla’s musical possessions survived the earthquake, thanks to the valiant 

efforts of one musician, Miguel Pontaza. He wrote down the rescue story in 1797, when he was 

the interim maestro de capilla following Castellano’s death in 1791. At the time, he faced a 

coup; four members of Pontaza’s capilla had lodged complaints against him, hoping to have him 

replaced with the more popular musician-composer Pedro Estrada. Pontaza defended himself in 

an extensive testimonio that laid of all of his accolades, including a thirty-five-year service to the 

 
426 AHAG. Fondo Cabildo. Maestro de Capilla. Rafael Antonio Castellanos y Quirós, 1775-1776. Documento 2, sin 
fecha [1771]. 
 
427 AHAG. Fondo Cabildo. Sochantría. Maestro de Capilla. Rafael Antonio Castellanos y Quirós, 1775-1776. 
[1766], fecha equivocada. [Fol. 1v] sin folación. This document is incorrectly dated to 1776, this is an obvious 
mistake because the correct date is included in the contents of the letter.  
 
428 AHAG. Fondo Cabildo. Sochantría. Maestro de Capilla. Rafael Antonio Castellanos y Quirós, 1775-1776. [Sin 
fecha]. Documento 6. [Fol. 1r-1v] sin foliación. 
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church and his noble tutelage under Castellanos, who he argued had groomed him for the role of 

chapel master. To demonstrate his commitment to his role, Pontaza described how, in between 

the spasms of the Santa Marta earthquake, he selflessly risked his life to rescue the music, 

cloaks, and belongings of the capilla and later secured their safe transfer to new valley.429 As a 

result, the cathedral’s music library remains relatively intact today, housed in the music archive 

at the Palace of the Archbishop in Guatemala City (AHAG). A study of the collection shows 

changes in the cathedral’s repertoire that occurred following the earthquake.  

In 1775, Castellanos wrote a letter to the cabildo numbering the ways the earthquake and 

its aftermath had negatively affected capilla musicians. As an example, he discussed new 

expectations for musicians during matins of Corpus Christi. In the past, the capilla was expected 

to perform eight villancicos along with the Te Deum Laudamus, however he discussed how they 

were now required to perform sixteen works in total (Figure 4.4). Castellanos does not specify, 

but the addition of eight new works most likely occurred when Cortés y Larraz implemented his 

choir reforms in 1771. Those reforms went to effect shortly before the earthquake, and 

Castellanos letters seem to indicate that the archbishop continued to hold the cathedral musicians 

accountable to his new regulations. The greatest burden for Castellanos, who was also the 

cathedral’s composer, was the expectation that villancicos be new from year to year. In his letter, 

he asked the cabildo to reinstate a budget for villancicos from Europe, as had been customary 

during the tenure of the previous maestro de capilla, Manuel de Quiros. Cortés y Larraz, 

however, interrupted their correspondence, addressing Castellanos’s petition directly. He argued 

against using new music in the provisional cathedral:  

for as far as the divine offices, which should be our only objective, it makes no difference 
if the [music] comes from Europe, or if they are new, or old; for to those who do not 

 
429 AHAG. Fondo Cabildo. Sochantría. Maestro de Capilla. “Autos dichos sobre la provisión del oficio de Maestro 
de Capilla de esta Santa Metropolitana Iglesia de la Nueva Guatemala, 1791.” [fol. 26r] sin folación.   
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make a profession of music, [music] is always new, and often times it is the older 
[repertoire] that functions better, because it distracts the spirit less.430  
 

The earthquake had severely affected the cathedral’s revenue sources, with the fábrica espiritual 

taking a significant hit. The archbishop called on the cabildo to be conservative in their 

spending, so that “little by little they can reclaim the decencia…necessary in the cathedral under 

the present circumstances.” 

 

 

 

These budget cuts are reflected in the composition of the cathedral music library. 

Rescued by Miguel Pontaza during the earthquake, the pre-1773 collection demonstrates a strong 

Italianate influence, including works by Gallupi, Palestrina, and Pergolesi. Close to two hundred 

 
430 “...pues por lo que mira al culto divino, que debe ser el único objeto, nada hace al caso, que vengan o no de la 
Europa, ni que sean nuevos, o antiguos; porque para los que no hacen profesión de la música, siempre son nuevos, y 
regularmente son los antiguos mejores para el caso, por distraer menos el Holy Spirit.” AHAG. Fondo Cabildo. 
Sochantría. Maestro de Capilla.  Documento 4. 26 diciembre 1775. [Fol. 4v], sin foliación.  

Figure 4.4: Villancicos sung for matins on Corpus Christi in the cathedral of Santiago de Guatemala, 1774. 
The far-right page shows the addition of seven works to increase the total number of musical works 
performed to sixteen. This reflects one change Cortés y Larraz’s implemented in his 1770 choir regulations. 
AHAG. Archivo Musical. S. 176. "Apunte de los Villancicos que se cantaron en los maitines de Corpus el 
año de 1774.” 
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composers are reflected in the collection, with works by Francesco Corselli (1705-1778), an 

Italian composer employed in Spain during the mid-eighteenth century; Ignacio Jerusalem y 

Stella (1707-1769), the Italian violin virtuoso who was recruited as the maestro de capilla for 

Mexico City in 1750; Leonardo Leo (1694-1744) and Nicola Logroscino (1698-1765) who 

remained in Italy their entire lives; eleven works by David Perez, the Italian composer in the 

Portuguese court during the Lisbon earthquake; multiple villancicos by Tomas de Torrejon y 

Velasco (1644-1728), the famed-Spanish composer based in Peru; over 30 works of the 

seventeenth-century Portuguese composer Felipe de la Madre de Dios; Cristobal de Morales, 

Francisco Guerrero, Pedro Bermudez and many others. Also represented are works by composers 

in the Capilla Real of Madrid, including compositions by José de Torres, José de Nebra, Antonio 

Literes, and Sebastian Durón. In certain cases, the manuscripts at AHAG are the only extant 

copies of these scores.  

There were three significant changes to the types of compositions used in the post-

earthquake cathedral. First, after Cortés y Larraz tightened the cabildo’s purse strings, 

Castellanos was forced to compose more of his own works, an extreme challenge considering his 

extensive obligations as maestro de capilla. Second, perhaps as a way to comply with the 

demand for new music from season to season, Castellanos drew on works composed by his 

students. Many of these works remain in the cathedral’s archive. Finally, Castellanos often re-

arranged works already in the cathedral’s inventory, taking older works and adding new text. On 

several occasions he drew on seventeenth-century compositions and “modernized” them, 

transcribing mensural notation into modern notation and adding violin parts. There remains 

significant work to be done on the cathedral’s music collection. In future studies of this 
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repertoire, I plan to delve deeper into the compilation of this collection, while also highlighting 

stylistic changes in the post-earthquake repertoire.  

 
 
Musicians Hidden in the Rubble 
 

Colonial Spanish America was constantly under the threat of natural disaster. In 1774, the 

bishop of Chiapas and Cortés y Larraz corresponded over the community of Ciudad Real—the 

regional capital of the kingdom’s westernmost territory—which was recovering from a plague of 

locust that decimated crops in the early 1770s. Within a few years, the community’s economic 

situation had rebounded, and the bishop happily reported the town had just hired a “first-class 

professor” of Castilian Spanish and several music teachers for the community boys. Such 

instruction led to the creation of several “good” choirs for the divine offices, rectifying the 

indecencia the bishop had observed in his earlier visit to the parish.431 

Natural phenomena effected the economic sources the church used to pay their clergymen 

and musicians. Acutely aware of the earthquake’s impact on various territories, Castellanos, in a 

letter from 1786, commented on how the destruction of a finca (orchard) that financed services in 

the chapel for la Ascención del Señor still affected the livelihood of musicians thirteenth years 

after the earthquake.432 The economic misfortunes of cathedral musicians led to a proliferation of 

documentation on musical practices previously unrecorded. When advocating for salary 

increases for himself and his musicians, Castellanos often outlined all of their responsibilities 

and highlighted sources of income no longer available to them after the earthquake. From his 

 
431 AGI. Guatemala, legajo 556. Obispo de Ciudad Real de Chiapas to Pedro Cortés y Larraz. 2 de Abril 1774. [Fol. 
1v], sin foliación.  
 
432 AHAG. Fondo cabildo. Sochantría. Serie de Maestro de Capilla. Expediente 17. “Aumento de sueldo de Maestro 
de Capilla.” 1789. Sin foliación.  
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post-earthquake letters to ecclesiastical officials and cathedral account books, we are able to 

partially reconstruct the roles and functions of the cathedral’s musical actors.433 Embedded in 

these pages, particularly in documentation that discusses salaries and compensation, are details 

on how the earthquake radically shifted the racial makeup of the Guatemalan cathedral 

musicians.  

The music for the divine offices and mass fell to three sets of musicians. The first was the 

choir of prebendaries, which included the cabildo and the capellanes de coro, and it was their 

daily duty to sing plainchant. Also in this group was the sochantre, whose job it was to instruct 

singers in plainchant and to maintain choir books, and the organista (organist) who accompanied 

chant.434 The second group consisted of the capilla and their maestro de capilla, who, as 

mentioned, composed music, led rehearsals, and instructed the boy singers. The capilla was 

often divided into two sub-groups, the ministriles (instrumentalists) and the cantores (singers); in 

the 1770s, the group was roughly composed of fifteen members, although that number fluctuated 

depending on the solemnity of the feast day. The last group was made up of mozos, the choir’s 

boy servants who could be broken down into three subsets: the familiars del coro (helpers), 

 
433 Refer to documents in AHAG. Fondo cabildo. Sochantría. Serie de Maestro de Capilla.  
 
434 The sochantre was both a capellan de coro and a member of the ecclesiastical cabildo. Historically, this person 
was an assistant to the chantre (cantor) and assisted in organizing and maintaining the liturgy while also helping to 
oversee the training of cathedral singers in plainchant. It appears, however that in Guatemala by the eighteenth 
century, the sochantre was the sole member in charge of the choir. In the months that following Cortés y Larraz’s 
visita canonica, all the older choir books were repaired and new choir books were prepared with music for new 
offices. This work was undertaken by sochantre Simon de Toledo, who stated in documentation found in the AHAG 
series sochantría that he would arrange (acomponer) new offices, and not just those noted (que apunta) by [Esteban] 
Torresano in his memoria, but also those for matins and year-around use. In April of 1771, the cabildo meeting 
included the discussion of the newly commissioned choir books meant to fill in the gaps in missing offices and 
masses. In the process of being copied was the office of la sangre de cristo (the blood of Christ). AGI. Guatemala, 
legajo 947. AHAG. Fondo Cabildo. Actas Capitulares, Tomo V. 9 abril 1771. Folio 81r.  
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monacillos (boys training in plainchant) and seises (the select group of six boy sopranos who 

assisted both the capilla and the capellanes de coro).435  

These three groups were drawn across racial lines. The capelllanes de coro were 

expected to be Spanish or criollo clergymen, and their pay reflected their social status. Whenever 

possible, the seises were also expected to be legitimate españoles, and AHAG retains the 

application of boys who attest to the purity of their blood.436 A series of account books 

demonstrates how music was a promoter of upward mobility within the church for those with 

Spanish-blood. Detailed year by year, one can follow an individual’s progression up the 

ecclesiastical ladder, with clergymen often entered as a familiar de coro, moving into one of the 

coveted positions of seises, and then becoming capellanes de coro, perhaps even gaining the 

distinction of apuntador de fallas (disciplinarian of the choir) or sochantre. Some had the 

opportunity to become a member of the cabildo.  

While the plainchant singers and boy choir members were either peninsulares or criollos, 

the capilla of musicians was a mixture of castas, who were paid considerably less than their 

“pure” Spanish counterparts.437 The first guidelines for the capilla were drawn up in 1534 by 

 
435 Despite such specific terminology, it was very common for these labels to be used interchangeably, leading to 
significant confusion in the archival record. 
 
436 In 1770, the cabildo minutes call on Castellanos to solicit the talents of “seis Niños españoles” who could read 
and write and assist at the facistol. AHAG. Fondo cabildo. Actas Capitulares, Tomo V. 1788 March 4. Folio 54r. A 
month later, Joseph Crecencio Sarabia applied to be mozo de coro with the qualification of “español oriundo” 
(native from Spain). AHAG. Fondo Cabildo. Mayordomía. Expediente 12. Libranzor 3 abril 1770. 
 
437 In 1770, capellanes de coro earned an average of 57 pesos for six months of work, with the more specialized 
positions of sochantre and apuntador de fallas earning 101 and 82 pesos, respectively. On the contrary, capilla 
members averaged 18 pesos every six months. The maestro de capilla earned 136 pesos, however, he was expected 
to pay for the food and housing of the boy singers of the choir who lived with him. The highest paid boy singer, the 
cruzero, earned more than most of the capilla, with 25 pesos and 6 reales. The other boy singers earned 8 pesos and 
4 reales. The organista earned 60 pesos, and his assistant, fuellero, was paid 12 pesos. AHAG. Fondo Cabildo. 
Mayordomía. Expediente 12. Libranzor 3 abril 1770. Sin foliación.  
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Guatemala’s first bishop, Francisco Marroquín (1499-1563).438 In the early days, only clergymen 

of European origins could occupy the office of maestro de capilla. In Santiago de Guatemala, 

these positions were held by the Spaniards Hernando de Franco (1532-1585)439 and Pedro 

Bermúdez (1558-1605).440 Later it was occupied by the Guatemalan-born Gaspar Fernández 

(1566-1629), who went on to become the famed maestro de capilla of the cathedral in Puebla, 

compiling several choir books that were sold and used throughout the northern hemisphere.441 

Towards the end of the sixteenth century, the remote churches of Huehuetenango, Santa Eulalia 

and San Miguel Acatan, employed the indigenous maestros de capilla Tómas Pascual (1590-

1635) and Francisco de León, respectively. 442 By the end of the seventeenth century, the 

metropolitan cathedral was employing mestizo maestros de capilla, most likely reflecting the 

difficulty of attracting European talent to these provincial regions.443 In the eighteenth century, 

the role of maestro de capilla was filled by Guatemalan-born composers Manuel José de Quirós 

(between 1738-1802) and his nephew Rafael Antonio Castellanos (between 1765-1791).  

 
438 Igor de Gandarias, Diccionario de la Música en Guatemala, Fase I: Área académica (Guatemala City: DIGI and 
CEFOL, 2009), 33. 
 
439 He first appears as chapel master of the cathedral of Santiago in 1571-1574.  
 
440 As an example of how music and musicians circulated around the Spanish New World, Bermúdez first arrived in 
Cuzco, Peru in September 1597 to serve as chapel master, however he left only seven weeks later boarding a ship to 
Guatemala. There he served as chapel master from 1598-1603, before moving on to the cathedral in Puebla 
(Mexico). 
 
441 Fernandez was hired as the organist and organ tuner of the cathedral from 1599- July 1606. He was approached 
in 1606 by dignitaries of the cathedral of Puebla to take the place of the recently deceased Pedro Bermúdez. Other 
Europeans of note: Florencio y Diego López (1540s), Antonio Pérez (organista in 1548), and Gaspar Martínez 
(organista in 1560). Omar Morales Abril, “Gaspar Fernández: su vida y obras como testimonio de la cultura musical 
novohispana a principios del siglo XVII,” in Enseñanza y Ejercicio de la Música, ed. Arturo Camacho Becerra 
(Mexico City: CIESAS, 2013), 71-125. 
 
442 Pascual is often considered to be the earliest indigenous Guatemalan composer whose music has survived. He 
composed mostly villancicos. Omar Morales Abril, “Villancicos de remedo en la Nueva España” in Humor, Pericia 
y Devoción: Villancicos en la Nueva España, ed. Aurelio Tello (Mexico City: CIESAS, 2013), 11-38.  
 
443Gandarias, Diccionario de la Música en Guatemala, 33. 
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Within the capilla of the cathedral, indigenous tributaries from pueblos close to the 

capital were gradually integrated as singers and instrumentalists. By the seventeenth century, 

they constituted the majority of the choir, as musicologist Omar Morales Abril has shown in his 

research on the dominance of the indigenous Hernandez family as ministriles in the early 

eighteenth-century capilla.444  Documentation from later in the period, however, largely obscures 

the labor of marginalized groups. By the 1750s, account books provided little indication on the 

race of instrumentalists and singers, and therefore it is difficult to ascertain the racial makeup of 

cathedral musicians. The earthquake, however, made these systematic racial structures visible 

once again, as the relocation process dramatically shifted the source and circulation of cathedral 

musicians. In a letter dated ten years after the forcible relocation of musicians to the new capital, 

Castellanos reflected on the continued challenges his musicians faced. He described a shortage of 

bájon (dulcian) players in the new city, claiming that the hazards this wind instrument posed on 

the health of its players made it difficult to find willing practitioners. Furthermore, he stated that 

it was no longer possible to draw on players from surrounding villages, implying that the job of 

playing these “hazardous” instruments had fallen to indigenous men. In his letter, Castellanos 

advocated for the cultivation of the instrument among members of the new city, asking that the 

church allocate funds for this specific purpose.445  

The most explicit reference to indigenous musical labor comes from an illuminating 

document written by Castellanos in December 1779—only a few months after the forcible 

 
444A handwritten history of religious music in Guatemala, penned in the nineteenth century by composer José 
Eulalio Samayoa, refers to the use of tributary Indians from the pueblo of Ciudad Vieja, a town located southwest of 
the old capital, close to the base of the Volcán de Agua. Literally named “old city,” Ciudad Vieja was the previous 
location of the kingdom’s capital, until it was destroyed in 1541 by a torrential mixture of sludge and pyroclastic 
rock flowing down from the volcano. According to Samayoa, the town was well known for its musicians. 
 
445 AHAG. Fondo Cabildo. Actas Capitulares. Tomo VI. 6 Octubre 1789. Folio 7r. 
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migration of all ecclesiastical members to the new capital in la Ermita—remarking on the 

economic difficulties posed by the relocation.446 In this letter to the cathedral’s cabildo, he 

requested a salary increase for the ministriles, reminding officials that current salaries were based 

on a past when the capilla was made up mostly of indios tributarios from nearby pueblos. 

Remarking on the “poor” qualities of indigenous life, he noted that their ajuar (personal affects), 

home, clothing, and livelihood were easily sustained on a lower income. In the post-earthquake 

makeup of the capilla, however, they relied on the labor of pardos (dark-skinned people of 

mixed indigenous, African, and European descent) and cuartones (light skinned people of mixed 

indigenous, African, and European descent), who despite their race and social class, required 

greater salaries to sustain their families than the past indigenous servants of the choir. 

Even prior to the earthquake, economic issues plagued the quality of the capilla’s music-

making. Although Cortés y Larraz’s Reglas y Estatutos were geared towards reforming the 

plainchant choir, these rules also called for the incorporation of more polyphonic works to 

increase the solemnity of certain feast days. The capilla musician were now expected to perform 

at the matins and vespers of all feast days of second importance, over and above those of 

solemnity (highest ranking). Unlike the capellanes de coro, who received an increase in salary 

when the choir regulations were reformed—an attempt by the archbishop to improve their 

attendance and singing—the capilla musicians received no monetary supplement to their already 

dismal salary.   

In a letter dating two years prior to the earthquake, Castellanos described the purpose of 

church music as a means by which “to hold the attention of the faithful to the divine offices...so 

 
446 AHAG. Fondo Cabildo. Sochantría. Maestro de Capilla. Expediente 7. “Solicitud del Maestro de Capilla D. 
Rafael Castellanos para que se aumente la renta a los ministriles de la música.” 1779. [Fol. 1r], sin folación.  
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that the divine mysteries (misterios) are the primary objects of our veneration.”447 He argued, 

however, that the capilla had reached a state in which it no longer lived up to its intended 

function. Among a long list of other grievances, he commented on the frequent absence of 

musicians, many of whom were married with families. This required them to supplement their 

income with a second job, and they frequently neglecting their cathedral obligations. 

Furthermore, miserable salaries attracted less than suitable talent, and Castellanos noted how this 

severely hindered the group’s ability to promote serious devotion. Rather, their music-making 

conveyed the very opposite, something “laughable,” which caused a “cooling” (resfrío) of their 

intended devotional effect. In post-disaster letters, Castellanos emphasized the lack of decencia 

in their music-making to argue for greater resources, not only for increases in their pay, but also 

for an increase in the number of musicians, better treatment and education of boy singers, 

increased storage space for musical materials, and the replacement of worn out vestments.  

By 1776, the Spanish king, Carlos III, fully supported Mayorga’s relocation plan. 

Nevertheless, Cortés y Larraz sent many letters to the king, the cathedral’s cabildo, and the local 

ayuntamiento, warning that relocating the cathedral violated theological laws. Since the mid-

sixteenth century, catholic churches in Spanish territories were subject to the Patronato Real, a 

concept of patronage established in the mid-sixteenth century that allowed the crown to influence 

and regulate structural aspects of the cathedral in exchange for subsidizing missionary work in 

newly discovered regions. The Spanish king appointed bishops, archbishops, and parish priests 

 
447 “...que siendo la música de los templos establecida, para sujetar la atención de los fieles a los divinos oficios; y 
para que solemnizados con ella, sean los divinos misterios el primer objeto de nuestra veneración como que 
regularmente nos aficionamos, a lo que vemos celebrar con demostraciones exteriores.” AHAG. Fondo cabildo. 
Sochantría. Maestro de Capilla. Rafael Antonio Castellanos, 1775-1776. Documento 2. [1771], sin fecha. [Fol. 1r], 
sin foliación. 
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and claimed the right to collect taxes or tithes.448 This centralized control regulated the power of 

both secular and regular clergymen. However, in colonies on the margins like Guatemala, the 

cathedral and religious orders enjoyed great autonomy over their affairs. By resisting the royal 

decree to relocate, Cortés y Larraz was challenging the king’s right as the final arbitrator of 

ecclesiastical law.  

By 1777, Carlos III had enough of the archbishop’s dissidence. He wrote to Cortés y 

Larraz accepting his original resignation letter from 1769.449 The prelate refused to step down. 

On November 26, 1777 the crown remotely deposed him, naming Cayetano Francos y Monroy 

as the new archbishop. Francos y Monroy, however, delayed his appointment as long as possible, 

and it was only after intense pressuring that he finally arrived in la Nueva Guatemala in October 

1779. His arrival prompted Cortés y Larraz’s exit, and the latter returned to Spain where he 

ended his days as the Bishop of Tortosa.  

Frustrated by the number of people who still lived in the old capital, President Mayorga 

issued a number of proclamations intended to finally render it completely desolate, appointing 

José Ponce de Leon and Guillermo Macé as justicias mayores to enforce them. On May 19 and 

June 9 of 1779 Mayorga ordered the artesanos (which included musicians) and merchants to 

relocate within fifteen days, under penalty of sanctions and imprisonment.450 On June 29, Justicia 

Mayor Guillermo Macé issued penalties to those who failed to obey orders.451 Upon arriving in 

 
448 Robert C. Padden, “The Ordenanza del Patronazgo of 1574: An Interpretive Essay” in The Church in Colonial 
Latin America, ed. John F. Schwaller (Wilmington: Scholarly Resources Inc., 2000). 
 
449 Belaubre, “El traslado de la capital del reino de Guatemala, 46. 
 
450 Héctor Humberto Samayoa Guevara, Los Gremios de Artesanos en la Ciudad de Guatemala, 1524-1821, 
(Guatemala City: Editorial Universitaria, 1962), 47. 
 
451 Ibid.  
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Guatemala, Francos y Monroy took a trip to the destroyed capital, rounded up the last of the 

religious statues, and gathered up the Santa Rosa nuns and brought them to the new capital. The 

remaining members of the cabildo and cathedral musicians finally complied with orders to 

vacate in October 1779.452 Mayorga’s faithful service to the crown resulted in his promotion to 

Viceroy of New Spain, arriving in Mexico City in August 1779 just as the six-year conflict in 

Guatemala was coming to a close. 

Relocation hit capilla musicians particularly hard. In the new city there were significantly 

fewer opportunities to supplement their already meager income. Castellanos’s letters referred to 

the loss of extra income they once enjoyed from special masses and funeral celebrations in the 

old capital. Furthermore, he was unable to make professional arrangements with churches in the 

new region, most likely referring to both teaching and performance gigs that he and his 

musicians held in local convents and monasteries. In the new city, housing costs were 

astronomical, and he asked that the cabildo intercede on their behalf to the superior gobierno 

asking that they provide homes for musicians.453 Their economic struggles would continue well 

into the 1780s.  

 

The Forcible Relocation of Indigenous Musicians 
 

For indigenous populations in the Spanish colonies, relocation following natural disasters 

was an institutionalized and oppressive practice faced throughout the period of colonization. 

Forcible migration was an integral part of the colonial regime, and disasters such as volcanic 

eruptions, earthquakes, and floods served political functions, becoming the perfect excuse to 

 
452 AHAG. Fondo Cabildo. Actas Capitulares, Tomo V. October 1779.  
 
453 AHAG. Cabildo. Sochantría. Maestro de Capilla. 1779. Expediente #7. “Solicitud del Maestro de Capilla D. 
Rafael Castellanos para que se aumente la renta a los ministriles de la música.” [Fol. 1v]. Sin folación. 
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consolidate disparate indigenous populations into manageable, taxable units that could be 

controlled, administered, and forced into tributary labor. Resistance was also an important aspect 

of these colonial encounters, one that in the history of Guatemala has not received enough 

scholarly attention. The archival documents for this history do exist, however, as is evident from 

the hundreds of cards in AGCA’s card catalog contained in a drawer titled “Fundación y 

Traslación de Poblaciones de Titulos Indigenas” (Figure 4.5).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Despite hundreds of pages from testimonios to the king recounting the tragedy of July 

29th, there are few details on the struggles of non-Spanish peoples. Mayorga’s August 2 report 

mentioned indios only in passing, stating that the inhabitants of the destroyed capital suffered 

from a lack of assistance, in the form of food, from the immediate pueblos, as he claimed many 

Figure 4.5: Archivo General de Centro América (Guatemala City) card 
catalog drawer no. 5-20, “Fundación y traslación de poblaciones de titulos 
indígenas.” This drawer attests to the number of documents related to the 
forcible relocation of indigenous populations throughout the period of 
colonization. 
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of the indios had fled into the wilderness in terror.454 Less than one hundred and fifty deaths were 

reported in the aftermath, and that relatively low count can be attributed to the warning of the 

smaller tremor that had preceded the catastrophic earthquake; many were already in la plaza 

mayor when it hit. Spanish accounts, however, do not take into consideration that most lives 

claimed by the disaster resulted from a severe bout of typhus fever that assailed the communities 

of indigenous and mestizo in the surrounding areas.455   

 The forcible relocation of indigenous and mestizo populations following the Santa Marta 

earthquake was prime on President Mayorga’s agenda, as these were the communities 

accustomed to a long history of subjugation to the capital. They would also form the major labor 

force for the construction of the new capital. Their resistance, however, had everything to do 

with their poor economic condition; only the elite class of ladinos (assimilated indios) had the 

means with which to relocate their families and build new homes. By 1778, frustrated by non-

compliance among the mestizo population, Mayorga resorted to dramatic religious tactics to 

induce their migration. He ordered that the removal and relocation of the city’s most venerated 

religious statues, including the Cristo Negro icon from Nuestra Señora del Carmen, and accounts 

tell of people who followed the icon’s journey northwest until their legs gave out.  

 While this chapter has argued for how the fragments of disaster documentation can reveal 

aspects of musical practices previously unknown, I recognize that the majority of reconstructed 

practices are those within the cathedral, itself a colonial institution. We can, however, reconstruct 

something of musical life outside of the Guatemalan cathedral through a series of documents 

 
454 AGI. Guatemala, legajo 661. “La Ciudad de Guatemala con el Presidente, Arzobispo, Ministros Señores y 
Cabildos informa a VM del total desolación con lo demás que expresa.” 2 agosto 1773. Folio 4.  
 
455 Carlos Martínez Durán, Las Ciencias Médicas en Guatemala, Origen y Evolución, 3rd ed. (Guatemala City: 
Editorial Universitaria, 2009). 
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related to purchases and salaries, found at both AGCA and AHAG. Far from being descriptive 

accounts of music-making, these archival crumbs only hint towards musical practices; 

nevertheless, they provide us with a glimpse into the role that indigenous musicians played in the 

commemoration of events, both religious, political, and natural. 

In colonial Ibero-America, processions following disasters were common occurrences, 

meant to temper the wrath of an angered God (see Chapter 1). In 1705, Volcán de Fuego, one of 

three volcanoes in the close vicinity of Santiago de Guatemala, threatened to erupt, spewing ash, 

fire, smoke, and emitting thunderous subterranean noises. The volcano, however, did not erupt, 

and two large processions—one for the imagen (icon) of Nuestra Señora del Socorro and the 

other for the imagen of Cristo Crucificado were mounted, followed by nine days of 

processions.456 An expense account found at AGCA shows the ayuntamiento’s daily expense for 

hiring musicians from the cathedral’s capilla to add an extra touch of solemnity to nine full days 

of music both inside the cathedral and in street processions: costs included three pesos for the 

sung mass, five pesos to the singers of the capilla, and twelve reales to the musicians.  

It was far more common to find indigenous musicians performing in street processions. 

In 1755, the clarineros (trumpeters) Felipe de la Cruz and Francisco Xavier appealed to the 

ayuntamiento for the funds to purchase new uniforms to celebrate the upcoming vespers for the 

feast days of the “Real Abaro,” “la gloriosa Virgen,” and Santa Cecilia.457 They argued that 

although the old uniforms had been mended on several occasions, they were worn beyond repair, 

and that new ones were necessary to up hold la devida decencia (the required decency) of these 

major festive days. Of note is their signature at the bottom of the page: nosabemos firmar (“we 

 
456 AGCA. Signatura A1.2. Legajo 2221. Expediente 15921.  
 
457 AGCA. Signatura A1.2. Legajo 4012. Expediente 30653.  
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do not know how to sign”), indicating that these musicians were most likely either indigenous or 

mestizos.  

Indigenous peoples and musicians were also forced to take part in the yearly re-

enactment of the Spanish military conquest over the region, a practice celebrated throughout 

Spanish territories, and often referred to as el paseo del pendón. Originally the practice took 

place on July 25, the feast day of Saint James the Apostle, from whom the city took its name 

(Santiago). This was the day that the Spanish conquered the Kaqchikel Mayan capital of 

Iximché, on top of which they formed their first settlement. In 1557, the ayuntamiento of 

Santiago de Guatemala changed the event to November 22, the feast day of Santa Cecilia, when 

the original date conflicted with Felipe II’s ascension to the throne.458 As a result, Santa Cecilia 

came to eclipse Saint James as patroness of the city. The practices continued to be a staple of life 

in the earthquake-struck capital, with documentation referring to an extensive discussion of the 

safest routes for processions in the midst of the rubble that still remained.459 

In the 1780s, the process of relocation included the forced migration of the pueblos de 

Indios of Ciudad Vieja, Jocotenango and Pedro de las Huertas. These were indigenous 

communities that had provided the majority of tributary labor for Santiago de Guatemala 

throughout the period of colonization. These populations were forced to relocate to areas just 

outside the new capital, and their people became the primary labor force for the construction of 

the new city’s infrastructure. For the community of Ciudad Vieja, the situation in their new site 

was considerably worse; provisional ranchos were often so poorly constructed that their 

 
458 Laura E. Matthew, Memorias de Conquista: De Conquistadores Indígenas a Mexicanos en la Guatemala 
Colonial, (Antigua: CIRMA, 2017), 205.  
 
459 AGCA. Signatura A1. Legajo 40. Expediente 983. 
 



 

 208 

occupants feared their collapse, prompting many families to flee and return to their old pueblo.460 

Four years after the official relocation decree, the majority of the community still remained on 

the old site, determined to rebuild. Nevertheless, the ladino population of Ciudad Vieja had 

complied with royal orders, and in 1782 they declared the old site illegitimate. The elite ladinos 

called those who remained behind “rebellious children.”461 Not long afterwards, the officials of 

la Nueva Ciudad Vieja composed a letter to the Real Audiencia asking for permission to strip the 

old site of musical objects and musicians, arguing that these were required for the inhabitants of 

the new pueblo and for the proper execution of the divine offices. 462    

Like Cortés y Larraz, Ciudad Vieja’s parochial priest, Juan Coloma, had also refused to 

relocate to la Nueva Ciudad Vieja.463 Without a priest to lead services, the inhabitants of the new 

pueblo had relied heavily on the nearby congregation of Santa Catalina Pínula to fulfill their 

religious duties. In their 1782 letter to royal officials, members of the new comun del pueblo (an 

indigenous community’s governing body) explained their situation; for the divine offices they 

were forced to borrow two small bells from a nearby church and to pay the musicians of Pínula 

to have enough singers to form the “forceful choir” necessary for the divine offices. They 

complained that they were forced to conduct their religious services without the proper materials, 

an unnecessary stress considering their old location still counted on the service of more than 

thirty musicians and singers, atabaleros (drummers), clarineros (trumpet players), and six large 

 
460 AGCA. Legajo 76. Expediente 4582. “Las justicias de Ciudad Vieja solicitan ayuda para construir su iglesia. Así 
mismo para traer, de su antiguo pueblo, los ornamentos y campanas. Año 1782.” 
 
461 Matthew, Memorias de Conquista, 296. She cites AGCA A1. 10-3, legajo. 76, expediente 4581, “Carta del 
gobernador y demás justicias del nuevo pueblo de Almolonga” (1782).  
 
462 AGCA. Legajo 76. Expediente 4582. “Las justicias de Ciudad Vieja solicitan ayuda para construir su iglesia. Así 
mismo para traer, de su antiguo pueblo, los ornamentos y campanas. Año 1782” [fol. 1r-2v]. Sin foliación. 
 
463 Matthew, Memorias de Conquista, 293. 
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and medium sized bells. In their petition, they ask that eight musicians and singers, one 

clarinero, and three atabaleros be forced to relocate to the new pueblo.464 The president 

approved their petition, mandating that any officials of the old pueblo who resisted against the 

relocation of these singers and musicians be imprisoned. Along with the musicians, the president 

ordered the forceful relocation of any families that the new pueblo deemed useful to their 

community. Further exploration of this material may reveal more into the ways catholic musical 

practices were used by indigenous communities to reestablish their own sense of place.  

 
Transhistorical Earthquakes 
 
 In a January 1774 letter to the king, Felipe Rubio y Morales, the ex-alcalde (mayor) of 

Santiago de Guatemala, gave thanks that the earthquakes had not arrived during the ceremonial 

bull runs.465 Lavish displays of this long-held Spanish tradition would surely have taken place in 

honor of the appointment of Martín de Mayorga as the new President-Captain General 

throughout the summer of 1773, had he not arrived during the region’s rainy season. 

Celebrations had been postponed to a future date when the wet ground would dry and harden, a 

firmness that never arrived. This was but a sliver of silver lining within hundreds of pages from 

numerous testimonios that flooded the Iberian Peninsula, recounting the terror that Guatemala’s 

people had endured in the past months. These letters, particularly the one from Rubio y Morales, 

attest the ways earthquakes in the eighteenth century tore only into the geological landscape of a 

place, but tore a hole in the fabric of time.  

 
464 AGCA. Legajo 76. Expediente 4582. “Las justicias de Ciudad Vieja solicitan ayuda para construir su iglesia. Así 
mismo para traer, de su antiguo pueblo, los ornamentos y campanas. Año 1782” [fol. 1r-2v]. Sin foliación. 
 
465 AGI. Guatemala, legajo 661. “Don Felipe Rubio y Morales que ejerció de Alcalde primero y de corregidor del 
Valle de la Capital del Reino de Guatemala el año inmediato anterior de 1773. En que experimento la ruina de los 
terremotos…” 31 enero 1774. Folio 72r. 
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 In his testimony to the king, Rubio y Morales described a trans-historical narrative of 

earthquake disasters, of which the Santa Marta Earthquake of 1773 was just another chapter. He 

framed these events, not as the work of God, but as common occurrences around which people 

across the Atlantic World had learned to adapt:  

Since tremors are beginning to not terrorize the spirits (ánimos), quickly people are 
situating themselves, are taking shelter, making their houses (habitaciones) and homes, 
not with complete oblivion to the effect of these tremors, which since the conquest they 
have unadvisedly constructed, but rather now with precautions so that they resist the ups-
and-downs of the earth, as they do in Lima, and in other parts of America, because all 
[land] generally trembles, and it happened in Lisbon, Constantinople, and other places in 
Europe, and Africa, and in a few years they were able to re-establish their old beauty…466 

 
Writers, both common and prolific, traveled along the temporal cracks created by these 

cataclysmic events, recounting other moments in other times and places to create a timeline of 

destruction and progress that transcended political-geographical boundaries, and shaped how 

people came to understand their relationship to the exterior world. Despite the passing of several 

decades, the Atlantic world was still reeling from the shocks of the Lima-Callao Earthquake of 

1746 and the Great Lisbon Earthquake of 1755, disasters that had drastically changed the way 

people around the globe conceptualized these natural “evils,” permanently altering how people 

reacted to the certitude of the ground beneath. These become narratives of resilience. 

Even Felipe Cadena had to reckon with changing attitudes towards disasters as naturally 

occurring events. In his published account of the Santa Marta Earthquake he wrote: 

….for although these [disasters]—the breaks of the volcanos, and their eruptions, the 
comets, the eclipses, the rise of the sea, the shipwrecks, the hurricanes, the monsters, the 

 
466 “Como ya los temblores van dejando de horrorizar los ánimos, las gentes a toda prisa, se sitúan, iban albergados, 
haciendo sus habitaciones y casa, no ya con total olvido del efecto de los mismos temblores, como desde la 
Conquista lo habían indiscretamente ejecutado, sino con precaución a que resistan a los vaivenes de la tierra, como 
se hace en Lima, y en otras partes de América, porque todas generalmente tiembla, y se hizo en Lisboa, 
Constantinople, y otros lugares en Europa, y Africa, y en breves años podrá restituirse a su antigua hermosura…” 
AGI. Guatemala, legajo 661, “Don Felipe Rubio y Morales que ejerció de Alcalde primero y de corregidor del Valle 
de la Capital del Reino de Guatemala el año inmediato anterior de 1773. En que experimento la ruina de los 
terremotos…” 31 enero 1774. Folio 77v-78r.  
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aurora borealis, the revolt of the terrestrial sphere—are reputed to be natural effects, in 
the event of our unfortunate misfortune, reflecting on these particular circumstances, 
attending to the permeant tenacity of the tremors of the earth, and not losing sight, nor 
removing them from memory, other prudent considerations [arise]; pious and Christian 
we should be inclined [to believe] that a justly God wished to symbolize his wrath, and 
used as instruments these same natural causes to take vengeance on our faults.467  
 

For the cathedral’s maestro de capilla, Rafael Antonio Castellanos, musical traditions carried on. 

On November 28, in what may have been his first composition following the disaster, his capilla 

performed “al Demonío uno vaya,” (“to the devil a jeer”) a burlesque villancico for an alto, 

altiplado (soprano voice type), two violins, and bass accompaniment (Figure 4.6). In a jeering 

fashion, each verse encourages listeners to make fun of the Devil’s physical appearance, making 

fun of cracks in his face, a mouth like a wolf’s, and deformed limbs. The middle verses describe 

how his eyes once flashing were now blind and a once terrifying and booming voice now mute. 

Bold lines for a community that had just escaped the very jaws of hell.  

 

 
467 …pues aun que estos, las roturas de los Volcanes, y sus erupciones, el flujo, y reflujo, los cometas, los eclipses, 
las avenidas de el mar, los naufragios, los huracanes, los monstros, las auroras boreales, y las revoluciones de el orbe 
terráqueo, se reputen por efectos naturales; en el suceso de nuestro lamentable infortunio, reflexionadas sus 
particulares circunstancias, atendido el permanente tesón de los estremecimientos de la tierra, y no perdiendo de 
vista, ni separando de la memoria, otras juiciosas consideraciones; nos debemos piadosa, y cristianamente inclinar a 
que la justicia de Dios quiso significar en el su ira, y usar como instrumento de esta misma causa natural para tomar 
venganza de nuestras culpas…Cadena, Breve Descripción de la Noble Ciudad de Santiago, 40.  
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Figure 4.6: Burlesque villancico, “Vejamen al Demonio.” AHAG. Archivo Musical. Antonio Rafael 
Castellanos. November 28, 1773. 
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