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Brief proposal for presentation at the XXXth Simpósio: tradições portuguesas 

L’abbé Vertot’s Influence on Perceptions of Portugal and the Portuguese 

during the Period of Enlightenment in the Eighteenth Century.

The French historian René-Aubert de Vertot (1655-1735) published the Histoire de la conjuration de Portugal 1689, which he subsequently revised and published under the title Histoire des révolutions de Portugal.  This work was reprinted many, many times, including one edition as late as1824! This suggests that Vertot’s work constituted a major source of information concerning Portugal for a vast audience of those who were literate in French – then the dominant cultural language of Europe at the time. 

Why would Eighteenth Century intellectuals and those individuals engaged in commerce, including one extremely wealthy merchant and already celebrated author named Voltaire, be interested in Portugal? At the time, Lisbon was a major port of entry for foreign goods and precious metals into Europe. The reign of John V (1706-1750) coincided with a huge influx of gold and diamonds from Brazil into Portugal, and Portugal regained for a time a status as a major "power." Handsome gold coins were struck, as recalled by  one of world literature's great miserly archetypes, Félix Grandet, in Balzac’s novel, Eugénie Grandet. Portuguese purchases in France created a positive trade balance – in France’s favor – resulting in  enormous economic development, a doubling of French GDP between 1715 and 1789. When the disastrous 1755 Lisbon earthquake struck, Voltaire learned of it in a few days from his agents stationed in Porto. The awful tragedy created a renewal of interest in Portugal, its institutions and people, but that is for another lecture. The point is, Vertot's Histoire des révolutions de Portugal provided a ready source for many who sought out information concerning Portugal.       

Among those who had read and admired Vertot’s works, including the one on Portugal, were such important French writers and critics as Madame de Sévigné, le Père Bouhours, Bossuet and Voltaire, who was also wrote history.

Unfortunately, Vertot’s published information on Portugal, the Portuguese people and nobility, and even the Portuguese language was flawed, biased and riddled with erroneous "facts."  

One of the few French visitors to Portugal, Etienne de Silhouette (1709-1763), future Minister of French Finances, a high position under the Ancien Régime, used Vertot’s book on Portugal as one source of information in recounting in his Voyage ... au Portugal his own visit to Lisbon and to the Court of John V in November 1729.  

This palestra will review the sources, content and the influence of French historian l’abbé de Vertot’s Histoire des révolutions de Portugal on the Continent and abroad.
