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Lisbon, the capital city of Portugal, is steeped in history, with roots that stretch back
thousands of years. Its geographical location along the Tagus River and proximity to the
Atlantic Ocean made it a significant hub for trade, exploration, and cultural exchange. This
article delves into the rich tapestry of Lisbon's past, exploring its origins, key historical
events, and its evolution into the vibrant city it is today.

Ancient Lisbon: Foundations and Early
Settlements

The history of Lisbon can be traced back to prehistoric times, with evidence of human
habitation in the region dating as far back as 1200 BC. The area was initially inhabited by
various groups, including the Phoenicians, who established a trading post known as "Alis
Ubbo," which translates to "Safe Harbor." This strategic location allowed the Phoenicians
to engage in commerce with other Mediterranean cultures.

In the 6th century BC, the city came under the influence of the Greeks, who referred to it
as "Felicitas Julia Olissipona." The Romans later conquered the area in 205 BC during the
Second Punic War. They recognized Lisbon's potential as a commercial center and
integrated it into the Roman Empire. The city flourished under Roman rule, becoming an
important political and economic hub known as "Olissipona." Notable Roman contributions
include the construction of temples, aqueducts, and a network of roads that facilitated
trade.



The Fall of Rome and the Rise of the Moors

As the Western Roman Empire declined in the 5th century AD, Lisbon fell into the hands of
the Visigoths. This period was marked by instability and conflict. In the early 8th century,
the city was invaded by Muslim forces from North Africa during the Umayyad conquest of
the Iberian Peninsula. The Moors took control of Lisbon in 711 AD, and it became an
important center of Islamic culture and learning.

Under Moorish rule, Lisbon was known as "Al-Ushbuna" and underwent significant urban
development. The Moors introduced advanced agricultural techniques, architectural
innovations, and a rich cultural heritage that would influence the city for centuries to
come. The iconic Alfama district, with its narrow streets and traditional architecture, is a
testament to this period.

The Christian Reconquest and the Age of
Discoveries

In 1147, during the Christian Reconquista, Lisbon was recaptured by forces led by Afonso
I of Portugal, also known as Afonso Henriques. The city's liberation marked a turning point
in its history, as it became the capital of the newly established Kingdom of Portugal. The
construction of Lisbon's cathedral, the Sé de Lisboa, began shortly after the reconquest,
signifying the city's renewed Christian identity.

Lisbon's strategic location along the Atlantic made it a key player in the Age of Discoveries
during the 15th and 16th centuries. The city became a launching point for Portuguese
explorers such as Vasco da Gama and Ferdinand Magellan, who ventured to new lands,
establishing trade routes and expanding the Portuguese Empire. The wealth generated
from these explorations transformed Lisbon into one of the richest cities in Europe.

The Great Earthquake of 1755

Despite its prosperity, Lisbon faced a devastating setback on November 1, 1755, when a
massive earthquake struck the city, followed by a tsunami and widespread fires. The
disaster resulted in the destruction of a significant portion of Lisbon and the loss of tens of
thousands of lives. The earthquake had profound effects on the city's architecture, society,
and economy.

In the aftermath, the Marqués de Pombal, the Prime Minister at the time, spearheaded an
ambitious reconstruction plan. The Baixa district was designed with wide boulevards and
neoclassical buildings, symbolizing a new era of resilience and modernity for Lisbon. This
reconstruction marked the beginning of a new architectural style known as Pombaline,
characterized by its earthquake-resistant design.



The 19th Century: Industrialization and Political
Turmoil

The 19th century brought significant changes to Lisbon as it underwent industrialization
and modernization. The city saw the construction of railways, bridges, and factories,
transforming its economy and urban landscape. The establishment of the Lisbon
Metropolitan Area further facilitated growth and urban sprawl.

However, this period was also marked by political turmoil, including the Liberal Wars
(1820-1834), a civil conflict between liberal and conservative factions. The struggle for
power resulted in significant social unrest and changes to the monarchy. By the end of the
century, Lisbon had established itself as a cultural and intellectual center, with the
emergence of notable writers, artists, and thinkers.

The 20th Century: Dictatorship, War, and Revolution

The early 20th century was characterized by political instability, leading to the
establishment of the Portuguese First Republic in 1910. However, this period was short-
lived, as a military coup in 1926 led to the rise of the Estado Novo regime under Antonio
de Oliveira Salazar. Lisbon became a center of authoritarian rule, with censorship and
repression of dissent.

Despite the oppressive regime, the city continued to develop, hosting the 1940 World
Exposition, which showcased Portuguese colonial achievements. However, the impact of
World War II and the ensuing decolonization movements in Africa led to economic
challenges and social unrest.

In 1974, the Carnation Revolution, a peaceful coup, overthrew the dictatorship, leading to
the establishment of a democratic government. Lisbon became a symbol of freedom and
change, with flowers replacing guns as a symbol of resistance.

Modern Lisbon: A Global City

Today, Lisbon is a dynamic global city known for its rich history, cultural diversity, and
economic vibrancy. The city has embraced modernization while preserving its historical
heritage. Key developments in recent decades include:

1. Economic Growth: Lisbon has become a hub for technology and innovation, attracting
startups and investment. The Lisbon Web Summit, one of the largest technology
conferences in the world, exemplifies this trend.

2. Cultural Renaissance: The city is renowned for its vibrant arts scene, with numerous
museums, galleries, and theaters. Events like the Lisbon Book Fair and the Lisbon Jazz
Festival attract international attention.



3. Tourism: With its stunning architecture, historic neighborhoods, and culinary delights,
Lisbon has become a top tourist destination. Landmarks such as the Belém Tower,
Jerénimos Monastery, and the picturesque Alfama district draw millions of visitors each
year.

4. Sustainability Initiatives: In response to global challenges, Lisbon is focusing on
sustainability and green initiatives, including public transportation improvements and
urban green spaces.

Cultural and Linguistic Influence

Lisbon's cultural influence extends beyond its borders, particularly through the
Portuguese language, which is spoken by millions worldwide. The city's historical
connections with Brazil and African nations have facilitated cultural exchanges that
continue to shape its identity.

Conclusion

The brief history of Lisbon is a testament to the resilience and adaptability of a city that
has weathered countless challenges over the centuries. From its ancient roots to its
modern status as a global metropolis, Lisbon embodies a rich cultural heritage that
continues to evolve. As the city embraces the future, it remains committed to preserving
its past, making it a unique and captivating destination for residents and visitors alike.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of Lisbon's name?

The name 'Lisbon' is believed to derive from the Phoenician name 'Alis Ubbo', meaning
‘Safe Harbor".

How did the 1755 earthquake affect Lisbon's history?

The 1755 earthquake, one of the deadliest in history, devastated Lisbon, leading to
significant loss of life and prompting major urban reforms, including rebuilding the city
with a more modern grid layout.

What role did Lisbon play during the Age of
Discoveries?

During the Age of Discoveries in the 15th and 16th centuries, Lisbon became a key
maritime hub, facilitating trade and exploration, and serving as the launching point for
voyages to Africa, India, and Brazil.



What major event in 1910 changed Portugal's political
landscape?

The Portuguese Republican Revolution of 1910 led to the overthrow of the monarchy and
the establishment of the Portuguese Republic, significantly altering Lisbon's political and
social structure.

How did the Carnation Revolution of 1974 impact
Lisbon?

The Carnation Revolution peacefully ended the Estado Novo dictatorship in Portugal,
leading to democratic reforms and significant social change, with Lisbon as the epicenter
of the movement.
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