


Historical Disasters in Context



Routledge Studies in Cultural History

1 The Politics of Information in 
Early Modern Europe
Edited by Brendan Dooley
and Sabrina Baron

2 The Insanity of Place/ The Place 
of Insanity
Essays on the History of Psychiatry
Andrew Scull

3 Film, History, and Cultural 
Citizenship
Sites of Production
Edited by Tina Mai Chen
and David S. Churchill

4 Genre and Cinema
Ireland and Transnationalism
Edited by Brian McIlroy

5 Histories of Postmodernism
Edited by Mark Bevir, Jill Hargis, 
and Sara Rushing

6 Africa after Modernism
Transitions in Literature, Media, 
and Philosophy
Michael Janis

7 Rethinking Race, Politics, and 
Poetics
C. L. R. James’ Critique of 
Modernity
Brett St Louis

8 Making British Culture
English Readers and the Scottish 
Enlightenment, 1740–1830
David Allan

9 Empires and Boundaries
Rethinking Race, Class, and 
Gender in Colonial Settings
Edited by Harald Fischer-Tiné 
and Susanne Gehrmann

10 Tobacco in Russian History and 
Culture
From the Seventeenth Century to 
the Present
Edited by Matthew P. Romaniello 
and Tricia Starks

11 History of Islam in German 
Thought
From Leibniz to Nietzsche
Ian Almond

12 Israeli-Palestinian Confl ict in the 
Francophone World
Edited by Nathalie 
Debrauwere-Miller

13 History of Participatory Media
Politics and Publics, 1750–2000
Edited by Anders Ekström Solveig 
Jülich, Frans Lundgren and Per 
Wisselgren

14 Living in the City
Urban Institutions in the Low 
Countries, 1200–2010
Leo Lucassen and Wim Willems

15 Historical Disasters in Context
Science, Religion, and Politics
Edited by Andrea Janku, 
Gerrit J. Schenk and Franz 
Mauelshagen



Historical Disasters in Context
Science, Religion, and Politics

Edited by Andrea Janku,
Gerrit J. Schenk, and Franz Mauelshagen

NEW YORK LONDON



First published 2012
by Routledge
711 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017

Simultaneously published in the UK
by Routledge
2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, 
an informa business

© 2012 Taylor & Francis

The right of Andrea Janku, Gerrit J. Schenk and Franz Mauelshagen to be 
identified as the authors of the editorial material, and of the authors for 
their individual chapters, has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 
and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Typeset in Sabon by IBT Global. 
Printed and bound in the United States of America on acid-free paper by 
IBT Global.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or 
utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now 
known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in 
any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing 
from the publishers.

Trademark Notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or 
registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation 
without intent to infringe.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
 Historical disasters in context : science, religion, and politics / edited by 
Andrea Janku, Gerrit Jasper Schenk, and Franz Mauelshagen.
  p. cm. — (Routledge studies in cultural history ; 15)
 Includes bibliographical references and index.
 1. Disasters—History. 2. Natural disasters—History. 3. Science—
History. 4. Disasters—Religious aspects—History. 5. Disasters—
Political aspects—History. 6. Disasters—Social 
aspects—History. 7. World history. 8. Social history. 9. Human 
ecology—History. I. Janku, Andrea. II. Schenk, Gerrit J.
 III. Mauelshagen, Franz, 1967– 
 D24.H54 2011
 363.34—dc23
 2011032266

ISBN13: 978-0-415-88509-6 (hbk)
ISBN13: 978-0-203-13162-6 (ebk)



Contents

List of Figures vii
List of Tables ix
Acknowledgments xi

1 Introduction 1
ANDREA JANKU, GERRIT J. SCHENK, FRANZ MAUELSHAGEN

2 Roman Emperors and ‘Natural Disasters’ in the First Century A.D. 15
MISCHA MEIER

3 Managing Natural Hazards: Environment, Society, and Politics 
in Tuscany and the Upper Rhine Valley in the Renaissance (ca. 
1270–1570) 31
GERRIT J. SCHENK

4 Acts of God: The Confessionalization of Disaster in 
Reformation Europe 54
ELAINE FULTON

5 The Struggle Against the Sea: An Early Modern Coastal Society 
Between Metaphysical and Physical Attempts to Control Nature 75
MARIE LUISA ALLEMEYER

6 Earthquakes in Early Modern France: From the Old Regime to 
the Birth of a New Risk 94
GRÉGORY QUENET

7 The Doomsday Discourse in the Earth and Planetary Sciences, 
1700–Present 115
NICOLAAS A. RUPKE



vi Contents

8 Forgotten Risks: Mass Movements in the Mountains  140
ANDREAS DIX

9 Shaping the City: Aleppo’s Foreigner Community and the 
Earthquake of 1822 153
STEFAN KNOST

10 Earthquake versus Fire: The Struggle over Insurance in the 
Aftermath of the 1906 San Francisco Disaster 174
ELEONORA ROHLAND

11 Mediating Foreign Disasters: The Los Angeles Times and 
International Relief, 1891–1914 195
GORDON M. WINDER

12 From Natural to National Disaster: The Chinese Famine of 
1928–1930 227
ANDREA JANKU

13 Climate Catastrophism: The History of the Future of Climate 
Change 261
FRANZ MAUELSHAGEN

Contributors 283
Index 287 



Figures

3.1 Map of Tuscany in the Middle Ages. 33
3.2 Project of an Arno diversion by Leonardo da Vinci. 35
3.3 Management of natural hazards in Tuscany (ca. 1270–1570). 37
3.4 Alsace in the Middle Ages. 39
4.1 Location map and secondary eff ects of the 1601 earthquake 

in Stans, Switzerland. 63 
4.2 Part of a drawing of Lucerne published in 1597. 65
6.1 Intensity of historical earthquakes in France during the last 

millennium. 97
7.1 “The Northern European deluge.” 120
7.2 Fossil tree extending through several layers of Carboniferous 

sandstone. 122
7.3 The end of the world in an entropic winter. 126
7.4 John Martin’s mezzotint “The Deluge.” 131
7.5 “The Asiatic Deluge.” 132
7.6 Artist impression by Don Davis of the late Cretaceous 

asteroid impact. 133
8.1 Cross-section before (left) and after (right) the 1851 

landslide near the Swabian village of Ratshausen. 143
8.2 Number of mass movements at the escarpment of the 

Swabian Alb, 1740–2005. 144
8.3 The situation in Neumarkt am Etsch after the mudfl ow 

event of 1767. 147
8.4 Site plan of the landslide and the new lake in the Abtei 

valley in 1821. 148
9.1 Map of Syria and surroundings showing the distribution of 

historical earthquake epicenters (circles) and fault lines. 154
9.2 Khan al-Hibal, entrance with nineteenth-century 

reconstructions. 159
9.3 Khan al-Hibal, eastern side of courtyard. 160



viii Figures

9.4 The old city of Aleppo in 1941. 164
9.5 Location of the Bustan al-Kattab. 165
9.6 Khan al-Harir, northeastern corner with merchant apartments. 169 

10.1 Five-level risk model of insurance. 175
10.2 San Francisco after the fi re. 177
10.3 SRC Fire Branch: Gross and net annual results, 1864–1913. 180
11.1 Reports of the Valparaiso earthquake in the Los Angeles

Times, August 18–24, 1906. 206
11.2 “Sympathy: The Real Thing.” 208
11.3 “Lucky City of Angels.” 210
11.4 “Baffl  es Man, Bird and Beast.”  213
11.5 “The Outstretched Arm.” 217
12.1 China in 1929. 233
12.2 The number of people directly aff ected by ‘natural’ disasters

(1912–1948). 234
12.3 “Mr Yu Youren arrives in Shaanxi.” 248
12.4 “Don’t forget the country’s natural and man-made disasters, 

foreign aggression, and internal rebellions among all the voices 
celebrating the nation.” 250

12.5 “Together we live under the same blue sky, we ought to . . . ” 252
13.1 Satellite image showing the 2002 breakup of the Larson B

Ice Shelf in comparison to the state of Rhode Island (US). 264
13.2 The Younger Dryas cold spell. 265
13.3 Satellite image of Britain’s “Big Freeze” during the winter of 

2009/2010. 267
13.4 Greenland ice core (GRIP) data. 269
13.5 Title page of the German weekly journal Der Spiegel. 277



Tables

11.1 Severe Earthquakes, 1881–1914 196
12.1 Foreign versus Chinese Contributions to the CIFRC

Relief Fund 253





Acknowledgments

This volume arose from a series of international workshops on “Histori-
cal Disasters in a Cultural-comparative Perspective” initiated by Ger-
rit Jasper Schenk and Franz Mauelshagen and funded by the German 
Research Foundation (2005–2009). The results of the earlier meetings 
have been made available in a series of publications.1 This fi nal volume 
is an expansion on the themes of the last three meetings in Bern (“The 
Politics of Disaster,” 2007), London (“Communicating Disaster Experi-
ences: Religion, Science, History and the Media,” 2008), and Bamberg 
(“Learning from Disasters,” 2009). It brings together the work of some 
of the members of the original research network (Marie Luisa Allemeyer, 
Andreas Dix, Andrea Janku, Franz Mauelshagen, Mischa Meier, and 
Gerrit Jasper Schenk) and invited guests (Elaine Fulton, Grégory Quenet, 
Eleonora Rohland, and Gordon M. Winder), complemented by further 
contributions from Stefan Knost and Nicolaas A. Rupke. While the work 
in this network now has come to an end, particular aspects of it are being 
further developed in diff erent contexts. Gerrit Jasper Schenk is now leader 
of the Junior Research Group “Cultures of Disaster,” which is part of the 
University of Heidelberg’s Cluster of Excellence “Asia and Europe in a 
Global Context,”2 and Franz Mauelshagen is the principal investigator 
in a new project on “Climates of Migration: Climate Change and Envi-
ronmental Migration in Historical Perspective” based at the Institute of 
Advanced Study in the Humanities in Essen.

Thanks are due to the German Research Foundation for their sustained 
support of the research network, and to the Cluster of Excellence “Asia and 
Europe in a Global Context” for their help in the later stages of the project. 
We also wish to express our gratitude to the University of Bern, the Univer-
sity of Bamberg, and the School of Oriental and African Studies, University 
of London for hosting the meetings and helping to fi nance them. The edi-
tors also wish to thank everybody involved for their wonderful cooperation 
and support, in particular Vrushali Deshpande, Susanne Dressler-Mutz, 
Yasmine Estephanos, Elaine Griffi  ths, Tony Howes, and Bianca Son for 
their invaluable help with translations and proofreading, and the Routledge 
team for their very patient and competent support. Finally, special thanks 



xii Acknowledgments

go to the secretarial staff  and student assistants without whom successful 
research would be so much harder to achieve.

Andrea Janku, Franz Mauelshagen, and Gerrit Jasper Schenk
London, Essen, and Darmstadt, May 2011

NOTES

 1. Historical Disaster Research: Concepts, Methods and Case Studies, ed. 
Gerrit Jasper Schenk and Jens Ivo Engels (Historical Social Research, Special 
Issue, No. 121=Vol. 32.3, 2007); Coping with Natural Disasters in Pre-in-
dustrial Societies, ed. Monica Juneja and Franz Mauelshagen (The Medieval 
History Journal, Special Issue, 10. 1+2, 2007); Katastrophen: Vom Unter-
gang Pompejis bis zum Klimawandel, ed. Gerrit Jasper Schenk (Ostfi ldern: 
Thorbecke, 2009).

 2. See http://www.asia-europe.uni-heidelberg.de/en/research/a-governance-ad-
ministration/a6.html (last access 22.05.2011).

http://www.asia-europe.uni-heidelberg.de/en/research/a-governance-ad-ministration/a6.html
http://www.asia-europe.uni-heidelberg.de/en/research/a-governance-ad-ministration/a6.html


1 Introduction

Andrea Janku, Gerrit J. Schenk, Franz Mauelshagen

Four days after a deadly earthquake in Sichuan killed nearly 70,000 peo-
ple, injured hundreds of thousands, and made millions homeless the Eng-
lish edition of the People’s Daily Online published an opinion piece entitled 
“Much distress regenerates a nation,” praising the spirit of the Chinese peo-
ple who were united in their struggle against the hardship the nation had 
to suff er in that extraordinary year 2008.1 This was not the fi rst and was 
not to be the last disaster to hit China in the year of the Beijing Olympics. 
It had started with extreme cold and snowstorms that severely disrupted 
the traffi  c nationwide during the peak travel season around the Chinese 
New Year festival. More news of disasters—natural, and also political and 
technological—was to follow, and when the earthquake struck on May 12 
people started to make prognostications based on the fi ve Olympic mascots 
renamed ‘fuwas of doom’—a contradiction in terms. Based on their names 
and appearances, they were respectively associated with the protests that 
accompanied the journey of the Olympic torch, a disastrous train crash 
in Shandong, the violent clashes in Tibet, and the earthquake in Sichuan. 
The fi nal one that came in the shape of a Yangzi sturgeon was then seen as 
predicting a fl ood and, unsurprisingly, heavy rainstorms lasting from late 
May through the month of June caused disastrous fl ooding in large parts 
of the country, particularly in the southern provinces. While it does not 
take much to predict a fl ood somewhere in China in any given year, what is 
interesting about this is the ease with which such events lend themselves to 
all kinds of interpretations, in particular political interpretations, and the 
unease they cause, visible in offi  cial attempts to censor this kind of popu-
lar doomsaying.2 The signifi cance of any such event for human societies is 
largely the result of its historical context, the kind of religious, scientifi c, 
and political interpretations it evokes, and the ways these are communi-
cated both through time and space.

Historical disasters pale in comparison to more recent catastrophic 
events. Moreover, we will have to get used to seeing disastrous fl ooding 
not only in China and Bangladesh, but also in the US and Australia, dev-
astating earthquakes not only in Haiti and Kashmir, but also in New Zea-
land, and truly catastrophic tsunamis not only in Southeast Asia but also 
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in Japan. We are increasingly aware of our own responsibility for most of 
these ‘natural’ disasters, be it anthropogenic global warming, or the build-
ing of nuclear power stations in risky environments, such as the one that 
turned the Japanese tsunami into a major nuclear catastrophe, the outcome 
of which is still far from clear at the time of this writing. While these only 
too real events make it sound cynical to speak of disasters as purely ‘socially 
constructed,’ they have never been entirely ‘natural’ either.3 Moreover, in 
the decades to come the need to satisfy the material requirements of the 
earth’s still massively growing human population will enormously increase 
the number of serious clashes between human civilization and the physical 
environment it helped to create.

It is then no wonder that references to the increasing frequency of disas-
ters have become common place in recent years,4 and there is indeed a 
constant fl ow of news about earthquakes, fl oods, landslides, droughts, and 
hurricanes, which are becoming ever more disastrous. Only three months 
into the year 2011, the Guardian reviewed the earthquake in Japan, the 
landslide in Brazil, the fl ood in Australia, the earthquake in New Zealand, 
the fl oods in Sri Lanka, the earthquake in Burma, more fl oods in the Phil-
ippines, and severe storms, lightning, and fl oods in South Africa. It asked: 
“Natural disasters? What we can learn from this year’s catastrophes.”5 This 
fl ow of news is accompanied not only by a fl ood of popular books capital-
izing on the spectacular aspects of major catastrophes, but also by aca-
demic studies of disasters, mostly written by social scientists, geographers, 
and anthropologists who focus on recent and contemporary events and 
are mostly concerned with prevention and mitigation of future disasters.6 
While these studies are very important and crucial for policy formulation, 
they do not necessarily help us to understand the role of disasters in the 
broader context of individual and collective life experiences and knowledge 
production. We believe that disasters have to be understood as major forces 
shaping historical processes and therefore need to be studied not as isolated 
events but in their historical context.

Despite the recent increase of relevant publications,7 historians have 
not given enough attention to the close and complex relationship between 
human civilization and the environment that supports it, and the subtle 
ways in which small and big ‘disasters’ have shaped human societies in the 
past. Unfortunately, the scenarios of growing social and political confl ict 
reaching a global scale and threatening our future are rarely linked to the 
caprices of ‘nature’ or climatic fl uctuations. The assumption that environ-
mental and human history operate on incompatible timescales made it pos-
sible to some extent to ignore the complex ways in which the environment 
and human civilization interact, in particular on a global level. Generally 
speaking, only the most spectacular disasters have been deemed worthy of 
study so far—obvious examples are the Lisbon earthquake of 1755 or the 
eruption of Mount Tambora (Sumbawa, Indonesia) in 1815—or the nations 
or regions that are seen as most disaster-prone, such as the Philippines, 
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Japan, or the US.8 The recent Natural Disasters, Cultural Responses: Case 
Studies Toward a Global Environmental History edited by Christof Mauch 
and Christian Pfi ster brought together a variety of studies looking at diff er-
ent cultural patterns of coping with disasters.9 The purpose of our project 
is to go a step further along these lines. It is a joint eff ort to gain deeper his-
torical insight into the consequences of disaster experiences and their trans-
formational powers. It will make an argument for their complexity, their 
multifaceted consequences, and, to some extent, even their inevitability. We 
have deliberately excluded technological disasters from the contents of this 
volume, although we appreciate that it is diffi  cult to draw a clear line distin-
guishing ‘natural’ from ‘technological’ disasters. If we were to do so every 
major Yellow River fl ood, for example, would have to be excluded, as these 
involved the breaking of a dike; the same would be true for storm fl oods at 
the North-Sea coast since the thirteenth century. Boundaries between epis-
temological categories are becoming increasingly blurred. Natural hazards 
are being transformed into ever more disastrous events, not only because of 
the intensive use of hazardous environments by humans, but also because 
of the increasing technological risks that accompany the irrational belief in 
humankind’s command over the forces of nature. Both are of course closely 
related to each other, and the consequence of both is that we ourselves 
are increasingly becoming a “global meteorological force,”10 or, as Paul 
Crutzen and others have argued, we need to realize that we are living in a 
new geological era, the Anthropocene, in which humans have become the 
dominating force of global environmental change.11

Natural scientists have long recognized the importance of environmental 
disasters as catalysts of regenerative processes, as “normal events that can 
benefi t ecosystems.”12 In a comparable vein, geographer Kenneth Hewitt 
argued that “disasters are the products of historical as well as natural pro-
cesses and that they are in fact a part of normal life in a culture.”13 Disas-
ters as triggers of cultural change have been studied by archaeologists,14 
and also increasingly by historians.15 All fi nd that disasters are much more 
common than one would expect, but still, while the most spectacular ones 
are well remembered, our knowledge about most of them tends to be poor. 
On the surface disasters have a huge but short-lived impact, mostly on a 
minor—and from the point of view of the global media often a marginal—
part of the human population, and are therefore quickly forgotten by the 
mainstream of memory producers. This does not only apply to the historical 
dimension of disasters, which has been compared to bees—“they sting, and 
then they die,”16 but also to the contemporary dimension, where a ‘window 
of opportunity’ is open only for a limited period immediately after a disas-
ter happened.17 In the past, in view of the often observed quick recovery 
of economies and populations, disasters have even been considered eco-
nomically irrelevant.18 While this is no longer the majority opinion, it is still 
true that the attention disasters attract while they happen stands in strange 
contrast to the lack of acknowledgement of their long-term signifi cance. 
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A—strongly contested—exception is perhaps Eric Lionel Jones who has 
argued that the ability of European societies to cope with disasters enabled 
the accumulation of capital, which again led to early forms of a capitalist 
economy—for him one of several factors in the explanation of the “Euro-
pean miracle.” 19 Elsewhere it has been argued that in the European Middle 
Ages protecting communities from natural hazards by investing in infra-
structure for disaster prevention served as a strategy of political legitima-
tion.20 This kind of more subtle and often cumulative impact disasters can 
have on human societies and the ways they develop in the long-term is 
more often than not neglected in favor of what are considered to be more 
important events of a more clear-cut social, economic, or political charac-
ter. But rarely are distinctions so clear, and it is precisely the interactions 
between the natural environment and human societies as highlighted in 
disaster situations that are the subject of this book.

As should be clear by now, this book is not about ‘the top ten most 
deadly historical disasters’ and despite a chapter on doomsday science, it is 
not about ‘our fi nal day.’ Perhaps with the exception of the earthquakes of 
Lisbon (1755) and San Francisco (1906), most readers will not have heard 
of any of the disasters studied here. They range from relatively minor land-
slides in southern Germany (Dix) to minor and major earthquakes in ancient 
Rome (Meier), Aleppo (Knost), Switzerland (Fulton), France (Quenet), and 
California (Rohland and Winder), from river fl oods (Schenk and Fulton) 
to coastal storm tides (Allemeyer), and from wide-spread drought in North 
China (Janku) to catastrophic climate change (Mauelshagen) and doomsday 
scenarios (Rupke). We also did not try to cover every major world region, 
preferring to focus on particular themes that seemed to be relevant in one 
way or the other for all case studies. We ended up with a rather heavy focus 
on ‘Western’ civilization, though the point is really to see this as an integral 
part of global history. ‘Western’ experiences are not intrinsically diff erent 
from others, rather they show the historical contingency of all human expe-
rience. Moreover, in a sense disasters are not only global but also transcul-
tural phenomena. Disasters confront people in diff erent civilizations with 
largely similar tasks, such as ensuring people’s safety or providing relief for 
victims; responses are often surprisingly similar, and from the nineteenth 
century on disaster relief became an increasingly transnational enterprise. 
Recurrent, presumably universal themes pop up again and again in the 
study of disasters and the ways societies have coped with them. Among 
these are science, religion, and politics. As most of the studies assembled 
here touch on more than one of these aspects, we have arranged them in 
roughly chronological order, starting with ancient Rome and ending with 
future expectations of climate change, though the early modern period is 
certainly most strongly represented. Interestingly, the early modern period 
does indeed seem to be a historical exception in so far as the relationship 
between man and nature is concerned. This was a time when, in Western 
Christian tradition at least (though similar trends may also be observed in 
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other cultural formations), earth history fi nally became disentangled from 
human history (Rupke), a process that, as mentioned above, some see as 
having been reversed again. In a slightly diff erent take on the same ques-
tion Grégory Quenet sees the connection between geological and human 
time scales as a matter of political defi nition. Hopefully, some of the ideas 
explored here may serve as points of departure for future, more systematic, 
comparative study, thus leading to a truly global history of disasters.

One of the most intriguing aspects of disaster history is perhaps the 
manipulation of disaster experiences by those who were in a position to 
dominate the ways in which they were communicated, documented, and 
interpreted. These interpretive interventions could be crucial for the pres-
ervation of social stability and the maintenance of political order which 
otherwise might have faced a serious threat. Offi  cial proclamations and 
religious sermons were designed to give meaning to what happened and 
to channel people’s behavior into the desired direction. They were meant 
to provide orientation in a situation of utter disruption and to re-establish 
order. Further consequences of these disaster politics were the development 
of laws and regulations stipulating how to deal with this kind of experi-
ences; they would become defi ning features of the modern state as would 
the construction of new bodies of knowledge to feed into the formation of 
the modern sciences. Both of these provided the means to make disasters 
more manageable, or so it seemed. They helped to mitigate the disruptive 
eff ects of disasters, making them actually less disastrous, or even turning 
them into a constructive force, in so far as they could be instrumentalized 
and used by those in positions of power.

In brief, the aim of this volume is to shed light on how past societies 
coped with a threatening environment, how societies changed in response 
to disaster experiences, and how disaster experiences were processed and 
communicated, both locally and globally. How did disaster experiences 
interact with the development of scientifi c thought in the early modern era? 
Why did religion play such an important role in disaster response, as it still 
does, despite the strong trend towards secularization in the modern world? 
What was and is the political role of disasters?

SCIENCE

In Europe, the collection of knowledge about disasters in the Renaissance 
was part of the project to gain control over nature. Already in the late 
Middle Ages astrometeorologists tried to discover connections between 
celestial phenomena (comets, constellations) and disasters (literally ‘bad 
stars’) and use this knowledge for their prognostications.21 Not later than 
in the fi fteenth century can we fi nd the systematic registration of historical 
earthquake events. In the fi fteenth and sixteenth centuries weather diaries 
enjoyed increasing popularity.22 The eighteenth century saw the beginnings 
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of an institutionalized scientifi c study of earthquakes, landslides, and other 
extraordinary natural events (Quenet, Dix), a development which did not 
start with the ‘Lisbon moment,’ but received a decisive boost when it hap-
pened—in the same way as the earthquake in Aleppo did not initiate the 
changes Knost is describing, but greatly accelerated them. Quenet argues 
that during the early modern period the interpretation of earthquakes as 
singular curiosities imbued with religious or political signifi cance declined 
in favor of their discovery as a new object of scientifi c investigation. The 
emergence of earthquakes as a scientifi c category amounted to its recogni-
tion as a ‘risk’—a social defi nition of natural hazard—that, to a certain 
extent, could be anticipated, managed, and controlled.23 Disasters would 
cease to be catastrophes in the literal sense, but rather a calculable and thus 
eventually insurable part of everyday life. The technicalities of this process 
were not easily solved, but by the early twentieth century the process was 
in full swing (Rohland).

At the same time, this ever-increasing confi dence in human ability to 
control the powers of nature created an ever-increasing vulnerability, as 
Allemeyer argues in her case study of the relationship between the North 
Frisian marshland dwellers and the sea in the eighteenth century. Perhaps 
this helps to explain why a religious worldview remained important even in 
the age of the Enlightenment, when an increasing predominance of physi-
cal explanations of storm fl oods can be observed not only in the writings 
of local historians, administrators, and hydraulic engineers, but even of 
priests. This would also help to explain the more recent renewed interest 
in ‘doomsday science.’ In his examination of theories of global catastro-
phes from the past two and a half centuries Nicolaas Rupke fi nds that the 
threat of major meteorite impacts, indications of climate change, global 
warming, and sea level rise have deepened anxiety about a possible end to 
civilization-as-we-know-it. While Victorian science dismissed catastrophic 
thinking as unscientifi c, in the course of the twentieth century, neo-catas-
trophism has given renewed scientifi c legitimacy to quasi-religious fears of 
‘our fi nal hour.’

This entanglement of scientifi c knowledge and religious doomsday sce-
narios is highly unfortunate. It only reinforces an already pervasive trend. 
If it is not in the best interest of the most powerful stakeholders, existing 
knowledge is often not disseminated and acted upon, in particular when 
this would require painful changes to current practices. The existence of 
knowledge does not always mean that it is put to appropriate use, as again 
the example of the nuclear industry exemplifi es well. Indeed, as Dix states 
in his contribution, more often than not local knowledge, that once was 
meticulously collected, got lost, though admittedly not always on purpose. 
Studying comparatively unspectacular landslides and mudfl ows in European 
alpine and mountainous environments, he fi nds that knowledge about past 
events, crucial for risk assessment in specifi c areas today, is often very poor, 
even in the case of larger events, and that in a situation where the frequency 
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of rock falls, landslides, and mudfl ows—insignifi cant as they may seem—is 
increasing even in the moderate climate of temperate regions.

The shocking and all too often traumatizing eff ects of disasters have 
always invited scientifi c enquiries as well as religious explanations. In most 
cases the latter proved to be more powerful. This is even true for the Chinese 
case, where systematic records of extreme events exist that reach back more 
than 2,000 years and where—despite the prevalence of what Mark Elvin 
has called ‘moral meteorology’—skeptical voices and a ‘rational’ approach 
to disasters also can be found from very early on. But even though Elvin 
saw China from the seventeenth century on “on the edge of attempted sci-
ence,” where the calculation of eclipses was evidence of ‘accidental’ rather 
than intentional disasters sent by a punishing Heaven, and emperors used 
disasters as a “religious technology,” “a weapon of psychological terror 
against both local populations and offi  cials,” he concedes that “had there 
not been a stratum of real belief” it would not have worked. Certainly, there 
were clear diff erences in the nature of beliefs at diff erent social levels, with 
the emperor’s moral superiority being superimposed on a popular tradition 
of fatalism, but the combination of moral explanations and responses to 
disasters and simultaneous concrete help was quite effi  cient.24 Whether this 
pragmatic approach that combined a moral with a rational explanation of 
the world got in the way of both a more systematic approach to scientifi c 
thinking and religious dogmatism is a diff erent question.

RELIGION

Religious and scientifi c explanations of and responses to disasters prob-
ably coexisted in some form most of the time in most places. Examples are 
the measures taken after fl oods in sixteenth-century Strasbourg, after the 
earthquake of Manosque in 1708, or after storm fl oods at the North-Sea 
coast in the eighteenth century described in the contributions of Schenk, 
Quenet, and Allemeyer, respectively. Despite the alleged decline of religious 
interpretations, people not only continued to take comfort in the idea of 
some metaphysical agent as the ultimate cause of seemingly inexplicable 
extreme events, but they were also aware of the psychosocial need for 
quasi-religious rituals in extreme situations. The eighteenth-century East 
Frisian historian Wiarda may have bemoaned religious responses to the 
fl ood because he felt people would spend valuable time praying rather than 
using it to repair the dikes (Allemeyer), but ultimately those who knew how 
to mobilize the spiritual power that could be gained through the use of 
‘religious technologies’ prevailed. Quenet observes that religious interpreta-
tions of disasters could help to reduce people’s anxiety and thus contribute 
to a more rapid reconstruction eff ort. Or, as Quenet claims, is it perhaps 
this positive role of religious forces that gradually replaced the interpreta-
tion of disasters as wrath of God that was dominant in pre-Enlightenment 
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Europe, where the Church had created a ‘spiritual environment of fear,’ 
where disasters were a deserved punishment, and prayers, processions, and 
other austerity measures the only appropriate responses?

However, the institutionally increasingly well-organized attempts to 
control the rivers in Tuscany and the Upper-Rhine region show that even in 
the pre-Enlightenment period we have to presume a complex and comple-
mentary relationship between religious and scientifi c explanations of disas-
ter causation—God as fi rst cause did not exclude secondary and tertiary 
(e.g., scientifi c and sociocultural) causes. In fact, even the Enlightenment 
does not constitute a clear borderline between ‘premodern’ religious and 
‘modern’ scientifi c explanations of disasters. Only the ‘moral economy of 
disasters’ changed, as Franz Mauelshagen put it recently, and with it the 
respective responses.25

Today certainly this kind of simplistic, quasi-religious attempt to fi nd a 
quick and easy explanation and to shift at least some of the responsibility for 
a major disaster on to those who have been most aff ected by it has become 
futile. That is shown by the example of Tokyo mayor Ishihara Shintaro 
who, according to one commentator, “may have nulled his chances for a 
fourth term as Tokyo mayor by telling Asahi Press Club journalists that the 
tsunami of March 11 was ‘tenbatsu’ or ‘punishment from heaven’ because 
the Japanese have become greedy and egotistical.”26 Another remnant of 
the idea of natural powers beyond human control is the principle of the 
force majeure, which is still recognized by the insurance industry.

Indeed, as Elaine Fulton shows in her contribution, what might be 
described as ‘religious’ responses to disaster were, in the early modern 
period, also highly political in their intention, meaning, and impact. In her 
case study of the response of the Catholic Swiss city of Lucerne to an earth-
quake in 1601 she not only suggests that cooperation between ecclesiastical 
and secular authorities characterized the emerging European nation-state, 
but she also shows how religious practices were conspicuously performed 
in order to show political allegiance.

POLITICS

Studying the history of disasters is also an excellent way to explore the 
impact of both the natural and built environment on more mundane human 
aff airs,27 such as the formation of particular political institutions, social 
structures, and legal frameworks, or even the strengthening or weakening 
of political leaders. Politics play a crucial role in dealing with disasters, a 
role certainly no less important than that of religion and science. Often 
politics even takes center stage in the immediate aftermath of disasters. 
But political action is always linked to the historical and cultural context 
of disasters. The diff erent religious or scientifi c ‘framing’ of a disastrous 
event that results from this specifi c context has a huge impact on coping 
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processes. The propagation of, for instance, a particular interpretive pat-
tern for a disaster may well be the result of particular political interests. 
In the post-disaster blame game questions for the causes of destruction, 
suff ering, and death arise—and most importantly for the guilt of those 
deemed responsible.28 These discourses about guilt, responsibility, and les-
sons learned have the potential to question or strengthen existing power 
relationships. Communities are tested and need to prove whether they are 
able to cope with the situation, in both the short- and the long-term. The 
example of a single disaster may reveal typical structures of coping with 
disasters and specifi c cultural consequences of disaster experiences that 
by far transcend the timeframe of that singular event. In this sense, even 
anticipated and imagined disasters carry an important social potential for 
probation and development. Diff erent political strategies, institutional and 
administrative defense measures against dangers, the inclusion of principles 
of mutual aid in codifi ed and uncodifi ed law, even the particular shaping 
of entire societies and their ideals are consequently topics addressed in the 
contributions to this volume.

Government performance in crisis situations has always been of great 
importance in centralized political systems. Mischa Meier’s study shows how 
at the time of the Roman Principate disaster relief worked as a tool of political 
legitimacy. From the reign of Augustus, disaster relief was primarily the task 
of the emperor. Meeting the people’s expectations meant successful disaster 
relief, and this in turn helped to stabilize political rule. Not only actual relief 
measures, but also conspicuous communication of offi  cial concern and relief 
policies can be an important device to bolster the legitimacy of any govern-
ment and even to rescue a regime from imminent demise. Perhaps not every 
ruler would have gone so far as to yearn for military defeats, hunger, plague, 
fi re disasters, and earthquakes, as Caligula apparently did (Meier), but it 
seems safe to say that at least in the case of government-organized disaster 
relief in imperial China ‘humanitarian’ concerns were easily outweighed by 
the political goal to appease the people and avoid unrest. Similarly, Quenet 
observes that after the establishment of the centralized state in France, after 
a major earthquake “the symbolic dimension of state activism was much 
more important than the handling of material damage and the suff ering of 
people.” Yet in order to pursue this course successfully in the long term, relief 
has to show a degree of effi  ciency.

These observations fi t well with the fact that generally—even today—
disaster relief takes priority over disaster prevention. Disturbing as it is, this 
was true for hurricane Katrina in the US as well as for the Wenchuan earth-
quake in China.29 In both cases the political importance of eff ective gov-
ernment action was immediately clear, even if in strikingly diff erent ways. 
In the US the exposure of government failures seriously damaged the Bush 
administration, whereas in China the public relations machine worked ter-
rifi cally well, and the desperate attempt to cover up the corrupt practices 
that led to the deaths of so many young children unprotected in their unsafe 
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school buildings only confi rms the political importance of portraying the 
government as the foremost and exemplary ‘savior’ of the people.

More often, however, the impact of disasters has been more gradual and 
less spectacular. The experience of recurrent disasters in specifi c environ-
ments has a formative impact on socio-political institutions as the study 
of river fl oods in Strasbourg and Florence in the Renaissance shows. Both 
communities were located in fl ood-prone areas and their eff orts to bal-
ance the risks and benefi ts of their rivers were accompanied by a process 
of institutionalization and professionalization. But whereas in the moun-
tainous environment of Florence this process went hand-in-hand with 
the strengthening of a centralized, top-down model of administration, in 
Strasbourg diff erent environmental and political conditions encouraged a 
cooperative model across regions (Schenk). While river fl oods can be seen 
to some extent as everyday calamities, severe earthquakes are rare extreme 
events, even in earthquake-prone regions. Still, the tendency is towards 
reconstruction, back to the status quo ante, rather than to some kind of 
fundamental change. Even if we fi nd diff erent arrangements, they often are 
the result of an acceleration of developments that were already well on their 
way before the disaster, as Knost’s study of the 1822 earthquake in Aleppo 
suggests. Even though the foundation of a new extra-mural neighborhood 
and the transformation of the ownership structures and the architecture 
of the important caravanserais in Aleppo’s commercial center were clearly 
the consequences of the earthquake, these innovations are perhaps better 
understood in the context of long-term change and opportunities to realize 
existing aspirations opened up by the earthquake.

Another type of change and institution-building is explored in the chapter 
on the history of the earthquake and fi re of San Francisco in 1906 through 
the perspective of the (re)insurance industry—an industry at the heart of 
the modern redefi nition of disasters as risks. Interestingly, the ‘earthquake 
denial’30 that has been observed in this case is much better understood in 
this context of the confl icting interests of the three major stakeholders, the 
international group of reinsurers, the international fi re insurance compa-
nies, and the San Franciscan policy holders. It is also better understood in 
the context of the further development of the city. Therefore it makes sense 
for the authorities to counter frightening media reports (Winder) by playing 
down the eff ects of the earthquake and giving subsidies to the (fi re) insurers 
to bolster the local economy (Rohland). We can observe the formation of a 
peculiar US ‘culture of disasters’ in the early years of the twentieth century, 
of which this ‘culture of insurance’ is only one side.

If it is true that in terms of disaster relief as such, ultimately the eff ects of 
both private and government relief remained minimal (Rohland), then this 
also points to the important symbolic function of publicized fund-raising 
and relief activities. Disasters as mediatized rituals can assume very diff er-
ent functions, depending—at least in part—on the distance of the mediated 
event. It is thus no surprise that disasters took on an entirely new meaning 
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with the global rise of the mass press in the early twentieth century. Winder 
speaks of a ‘journalism of exception’ to describe a common practice of 
depicting the horrors of distant disasters in order to create a sense of excite-
ment while, at the same time, emphasizing the peaceful conditions at home. 
But what is more interesting is how, according to Winder, at the same time 
the image of the US as the foremost agency of international aid was forged, 
a process that complements the notion of a peculiar US culture of disasters. 
Local disasters were played down, while distant disasters created opportu-
nities to transform the US from a global and cultural backwater (though 
this may be more true for Los Angeles in 1881 than for New York in 1906) 
into the self-proclaimed richest nation and moral leader of the world.

Mediated disaster experiences, in particular the publicizing of collective 
fund-raising and relief activities, clearly had an identity-building function. 
This is not only true for the US example, but also, if in diff erent ways, for 
the Chinese famine of 1928–1930 studied here (Janku). In this case, too, 
we certainly can speak of the formation of a peculiar national ‘culture of 
disasters,’ a process in which the media played a crucial role. The diff erence 
in this case, however, is that the disaster that was so eff ectively mediated 
was not a foreign one, and therefore the dynamics of identity formation 
unfolded somewhat diff erently. The ambivalence created by this process of 
building a national identity on the basis of the experience of a nation’s own 
disasters is manifest in the reluctance to acknowledge the historical signifi -
cance of drought and famine. Instead, the main explanation given for all 
the changes is internal political strife and external (Japanese) aggression. 
Here at least it can be shown that the experience of famine was mediated 
in a way that helped mobilize the nation to address not only the natu-
ral (drought) but also the national disaster (disunity). The huge political 
impact of this famine becomes evident not least through the involvement of 
international and in particular American relief agencies.

Is then the often-evoked increase of disasters a media creation—as 
when, after the Lisbon earthquake, people in Europe “were convinced 
that earthquakes were on the increase due to the social amplifi cation of 
the risks and, in fact, news of earthquakes multiplied in the newspapers” 
(Quenet)? The nineteenth century saw the replacement of an earlier dooms-
day thought through the rise of a new Victorian self confi dence (Rupke) 
and the transformation of the fateful disasters of the Ancien Régime into 
the liberating ‘accidents’ or ‘risks’ of the modern era (Quenet). There is no 
more than a rough coincidence of these changes with the end of the Little 
Ice Age, and another coincidence of the renewed rise of a doomsday dis-
course (Rupke) and the recent ‘climate catastrophism’ (Mauelshagen) with 
the current acceleration of anthropogenic climate change. These anthropo-
genic changes have a real basis in our physical environment as well as a new 
political dimension of a global scope. Given the many immediate social and 
political ‘disturbances’—which in the fi nal analysis may be traced back to 
‘natural’ ones, humanity may not be inclined to plan for “the changes of 
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broad amplitude [that] have been the norm” in the past and will most likely 
happen again in the future.31 But perhaps it should. Perhaps to recognize 
how our environments, societies, and cultures have been shaped by disas-
ters, big and small, may be the fi rst step.
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2 Roman Emperors and ‘Natural 
Disasters’ in the First Century A.D.

Mischa Meier

One of the most pressing tasks for a Roman princeps was to provide rapid, 
unbureaucratic, and eff ective help in times of urgent need.1 When a large 
earthquake, fl ood, or other sudden disaster occurred in any part of the 
Roman Empire, the emperor would swiftly intervene, using spectacular 
measures to alleviate the suff ering of the victims and bring about the res-
toration of the aff ected city or region. In addition to voluntary initiatives 
taken by local leaders who assumed similar responsibilities in imperial sys-
tems, where ‘state’-organized disaster relief was unknown,2 the emperor 
came to play a central role in dealing with and clearing up after what today 
is commonly known as a ‘natural disaster.’3

This new situation, however, also indicates that in the pre-monarchic 
period (i.e., before 31 B.C.), there was not yet, for the most part, any 
disaster relief coordinated centrally from Rome.4 Historical research has 
explained that by analyzing the structure of the aristocratic elite (nobilitas) 
in Rome. It has been suggested that in order to survive and succeed this elite 
needed a high degree of inner coherence and could thus not allow individ-
ual members of its circle to put themselves in the limelight by ostentatiously 
providing aid in disaster situations, which might have caused the fragile 
nobility class to shatter.5 However, as it was precisely the permanent depar-
ture of certain prominent fi gures from the collective of aristocratic peers 
that represented a fundamental structural characteristic of Roman history 
in the fi nal century of the Republic, this explanation cannot be followed 
unreservedly. The lack of commitment of distinguished members of the 
nobility in disaster situations (there are only few exceptions)6 should there-
fore be traced back to other causes, and these in turn are closely linked to 
the Romans’ general interpretation of ‘natural disasters’: they were consid-
ered temporary disturbances in the amicable relationship between people 
and gods (pax deum)—crucial to the survival of the Republic—and called 
for appropriate acts of atonement. These would normally be decided on 
by the Senate and would be carried out in the form of a strictly regulated 
procedure (procuratio prodigiorum). The most important aspect of this 
procuratio, which consisted of food off erings to the gods (lectisternia) and 
supplication processions (supplicationes), was the collective involvement of 
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the entire populus Romanus—ideally, at least. The disaster was seen as an 
episode which concerned the entire community and the response to it had 
to refl ect this.7 In this context, there remained, at best, very limited space 
for any additional steps taken by individuals. Moreover, the infl uence and 
prestige of the Roman aristocrats in the Republic were as yet far from reach-
ing the all-encompassing dimensions of that of the later emperors. Above 
all, Rome and Italy were at the center of their actions because it was only 
from there that their political ambitions could be eff ectively served. Gener-
ous disaster relief, particularly in regions outside Italy, hardly brought them 
enough prestige to be able to turn it into political capital.

In the imperial period (from 31 B.C. on), a fundamental change occurred 
in that now the princeps, as the highest representative of the populus 
Romanus, began to monopolize a multitude of formerly collective respon-
sibilities. In this process the relationship between the Romans and the gods 
turned to one between the gods and the ruler. Natural disasters, which were 
read as signs sent by the gods (prodigia), were closely associated with the 
princeps himself. The historian Tacitus (ca. 55–120 A.D.) indirectly linked 
some earthquakes in Rome and other calamitous prodigia to Nero’s adop-
tion of the toga virilis in 51 A.D.8 Ultimately, this meant that an emperor 
could be held personally responsible for a disaster because his relationship 
to the gods seemed to be disturbed.9

Even more important than this is the fact that the Roman principes fol-
lowed in the footsteps of the Hellenistic kings (this was particularly so if 
seen from the perspective of the Greek-speaking East) and, at the same time, 
took on the role of the ruling aristocracy in Rome. Ostentatious largesse, 
notably in disaster situations, was one of the central virtues of a Hellenistic 
ruler.10 When in 227 B.C. the island of Rhodes was struck by a devastating 
earthquake, the competing monarchs virtually outbid each other in terms 
of disaster relief, so that the island republic soon presented itself in unprec-
edented splendor.11 Similarly, it has been reported that the Roman princeps 
Vespasian (69–79 A.D.) “restored to greater glory numerous towns across 
the Empire, which had suff ered damage as a result of earthquakes and 
fi res.”12 Then again, an element of Roman tradition is indicated by the fact 
that in establishing the monarchy, the emperor moved to the pinnacle of the 
patronage relationship, which had hitherto constituted a central structural 
element of the hierarchical Roman society.13

Since the adoption of the title of pater patriae by Augustus in the year 
2 B.C., the princeps not only acted as the supreme master of the patronage 
system but even as the ‘father’ of the entire population of the empire—and 
henceforth he had corresponding expectations to meet,14 one of them being 
the provision of exemplary assistance in disaster situations. When he took 
such action, the emperor operated within communicative relationships with 
diff erent segments of the populace, and it was precisely this aspect of com-
munication that proved crucially signifi cant for the stability and external 
legitimacy of monarchical authority, particularly in the early years of the 
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principate (31 B.C.–68 A.D.). Since the new political order, which, accord-
ing to the words of Augustus, was based on potestas and auctoritas, i.e., 
on institutional foundations and personal charisma,15 was no longer easy 
to understand formally, and also, with the slogan res publica restituta (“a 
restored Republic”), pretended to be something diff erent from what it actu-
ally was, it had to be grounded in a permanent communicative process in 
order to obtain any sort of a long-term perspective.16 Thus, imperial disaster 
relief did not only come as a result of the princeps’ fi duciary duty to those liv-
ing in the provinces,17 nor was it simply a display of imperial sovereignty, but, 
as a result of its communicative aspects, it also fulfi lled a legitimizing and 
stabilizing function. From the perspective of political sociology, therefore, a 
princeps carrying out disaster relief measures stood at the center, while the 
aff ected cities and people were only of secondary signifi cance. Disaster relief 
that was centrally coordinated, rather than merely initiated by individual 
local dignitaries, was hence an epiphenomenon of the monarchy in Rome. 
The disaster itself provided a means of consolidating the emperor’s author-
ity—unless the emperor himself came under criticism for having caused the 
disaster (see above). With respect to ‘disasters’ in the fi rst century A.D. it is 
therefore important to clarify the perspective in each case.

The reactions of the fi rst two principes, Augustus (31 B.C.–14 A.D.) and 
Tiberius (14–37), to serious incidents in the Roman Empire already led to 
the establishment of a catalogue of measures, which—cum grano salis—
remained remarkably stable during the following centuries. It essentially 
consisted of the following basic elements, which are already documented 
for the time of Augustus:18

 - Financial support for aff ected towns.19 Augustus supported the towns 
of Tralles und Laodicea, which had been badly struck by earthquakes 
in 26–25 B.C.20 He also granted Cypriot Paphos fi nancial aid after 
an earthquake (15 B.C.), whereupon the inhabitants renamed their 
town ‘Sebasté Néa Páphos.’21 The appendix to his Res Gestae explic-
itly points out that Augustus’ expenditures, including those for towns 
which had been devastated by earthquakes or fi re, reached incalcu-
lable dimensions.22

 - Tax relief for towns and regions struck by disasters with the aim of 
providing a short-term improvement in their fi nancial situation and 
creating resources which would facilitate reconstruction.23 According 
to the historian Cassius Dio (early third century), Augustus waived the 
taxes of the province of Asia, which had been hit by an earthquake, 
and transferred money from his own assets to the ‘state treasury’ in 
the year 12 B.C.24

 - The supply and deployment of manpower and, in particular, experts, 
who could help in organizing and implementing the rebuilding 
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measures.25 Here again Augustus is reported to have adopted such 
measures, when he sent a commission of seven consuls to the destroyed 
town of Tralles in 27 B.C. in order to coordinate the relevant measures 
there.26 This occasionally led to interesting developments. John Mala-
las reports that Caligula (37–41) not only contributed generous sums 
of money himself to Antioch (Syria), which was badly damaged in an 
earthquake, but also dispatched wealthy senators to the town with the 
order to initiate the rebuilding there with their own means.27

 - Conspicuous communication between the victims of a disaster and 
the princeps.28 In numerous cases, help from the emperor came only 
after a ‘request mission’ from the stricken towns. For instance, a cer-
tain Chaeremon was said to have followed Augustus to Spain from 
the Lydian Tralles in order to obtain support for his native city. His 
successful petition in turn notably increased his renown there: as late 
as during the sixth century A.D., Chaeremon was honored in a well-
known epigram as the re-creator (ktístes) of his city.29 Such ways of 
establishing contact were indeed ritualistic in nature and served to 
demonstrate a sound communicative relationship between the emperor 
and the population. In the early third century, Philostratus clearly got 
to the heart of the matter when he said about Marcus Aurelius, who, 
prompted by intervention from the rhetor Aelius Aristides, had just 
decided on a large amount of disaster relief for Smyrna, which had 
been destroyed by an earthquake: “And I do not want to suggest that 
the emperor would not have rebuilt the city, for which he expressed 
his admiration, while it still existed; but royal and noble characters 
excel all the more when stimulated by good advice and encourage-
ment and are guided to good deeds through zeal.”30

The fi rst major opportunity to apply Augustus’ support strategies in the form 
of a catalogue of relief measures presented itself to his immediate successor 
Tiberius in the year 17 A.D., when a devastating overnight earthquake—the 
Twelve City Quake—laid waste to several cities in Asia Minor, from Phila-
delphia to the Aegean.31 The epicenter of this event may have been west of the 
town of Sardes (which suff ered the most severe damage, as can still be veri-
fi ed by archaeological fi nds today). It must have been a particularly serious 
quake, which was unusual even for this region of intense seismic activity and 
caused enormous damage. The polymath Pliny the Elder, who himself lost 
his life when Vesuvius erupted in the year 79,32 spoke of the “most powerful 
earthquake in living memory” (maximus terrae memoria mortalium [ . . . ] 
motus).33 Hieronymus considered the event to be signifi cant enough as to 
mention it in his Chronicle,34 and the Christian historian Orosius (fi rst half 
of the fi fth century) interpreted it as the earthquake that was supposed to 
have happened at the time of Christ’s crucifi xion.35 The most detailed report, 
however, was provided by Tacitus in his Annals (2, 47):


