
The Great Lisbon Earthquake. 
 

Very few people visiting Portugal, and more particularly the City of Lisbon, are probably aware 

of the utterly devastating earthquake which devoured the city from 9.40am local time on the 

1st November, 1755, the Feast of All Saints Day, and known as the Great Lisbon Earthquake. 

About 120 miles West South West of Cape St. Vincent on the Portuguese coast lies the 

epicentre of the resultant catastrophe estimated to have had a magnitude of 8.5 to 9. Candles 

lit in churches and homes for All Saints Day fell over starting huge fires which developed into 

a firestorm with flames reaching up to 100feet into the heavens, whilst fissures of 16 feet wide 

opened in the streets.  For safety survivors rushed to the open area of ground near the docks 

and beach to witness a vast area of mud and the remains of wrecked ships and lost cargo far 

out to what had been sea. Forty minutes after the earthquake an enormous tidal wave surged in 

from the sea sweeping for miles up the River Tagus and creating further havoc all around.  It 

is estimated that between 10,000 and 100,000 people died in the City of Lisbon alone, whilst 

the Kingdom of Portugal suffered an estimated 32 to 48 percent reduction of GDP as a result. 

The tidal wave resulting from the earthquake in the Atlantic Ocean caused enormous 

devastation both along the North African coast and the Caribbean Islands of Martinique and 

Barbados all of whom experienced a tidal surge of at least 66 feet in height, whilst the shock 

was felt as far away as Finland and Greenland.  Along both the Cornish coast and the coast of 

Southern Ireland 10 foot waves were recorded, whilst so vast was the tidal wave that it swept 

over the city walls of Spanish cities along the Atlantic coast.  In Cadiz it is estimated that one 

third of the population died.   

The earthquake profoundly disrupted Portuguese colonial ambition especially in South 

America where Portuguese colonial authorities recorded gigantic waves striking the coastal 

areas.  In Lisbon itself 85% of buildings were destroyed including the Opera de Tejo only 

recently completed, the Royal Ribeira Palace containing a library of some 70,000 volumes and 

numerous paintings by Titian, Rubens, Correggio and many others, together with most other 

Noble Palaces, Grand Houses, Cathedrals, Churches, Convents and public buildings.  There 

was a zero tolerance towards looters, and at least 30 were publically executed, many on gallows 

erected on high ground where they were clearly visible by the army as a deterrent. Able bodied 

men were pressed into repair, restoration and debris clearance work. 

The origin of modern seismology and earthquake engineering owes much to subsequent study 

of earthquakes during the Eighteenth Century age of the Enlightenment when enquiring minds 

investigated anything and everything, many previously forbidden by the eclectically 

authorities.    

The event is referred to by Francois-Marie Arovet, better known by his nom de plume 

“Voltaire” in his satirical, adventurous and at times erotic fast moving novel “Candide, ou 

l’Optimisme” or “Candide or Optimism” first published in 1759, together with the execution 

of Admiral John Byng by firing squad on the quarter deck of HMS Monarch in the Solent, off 

Portsmouth, on the 14th March, 1757, after a concerted campaign by the press against him. He 

was accused of failing to relieve the besieged garrison of Minorca from French attack at the 

beginning of the Seven Years War (known in Austria and Germany as the Third Silesian War). 

Voltaire states that it is a peculiar English habit to execute an admiral or two every so often.   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         

 

Lisbon, 1755 executions of looters. 

Lisbon, 1755 tsunami travel times 


