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lipping and sliding over the  
cobblestones of Mouraria, 
Lisbon’s rugged Moorish 
district and its most 
multicultural area, my guide 
Joana Mateus offers up some 
words of advice. “In Lisbon, 
we don’t dress to look hot on 
a date,” she smiles. “If you 

want to survive the cobblestones, wear sensible shoes.” 
We’re en route to Alfama, Lisbon’s oldest neighbourhood, 

whose series of tight-knit streets would be cloying were they 
not also filled with vibrant chatter and a thrilling urgency. 
The walls are covered in street art, and alluring smells 
emanate from tiny restaurants on every corner. Though there 
are signs of modernity – a motorcycle here, a tinny radio in a 
café there – the cramped apartments and narrow alleys, 
which brought fishermen and other working-class people 
here in the past, have changed little over time. 

What also hasn’t changed is the area’s love for fado. 
Translating as ‘fate or destiny’, Portugal’s most famed 
traditional music emerged in the first half of the 19th century 
and is characterised by melancholic guitars and plangent 
singing, a style that became popular in areas of poverty and 
marginalisation. It’s why I’m here: to discover more about 
the musical genre on a fado walking tour led by Mateus from 
Intrepid Travel’s Urban Adventure (urbanadventures.com).

My first earful comes from a busker, who – cigarette 
in mouth – plucks the strings of his guitar furiously. His 
intricate picking is evidence of immense skill, not least 
because of the guitarist’s ability to play, puff and generally 
evoke a sense of fado’s bittersweet nature all at once. Soon 
after, we reach Escadinhas de São Cristovão, a small square 
where each wall is home to a mural celebrating local heroes 
and famous singers like Fernando Mauricio, who Mateus 
calls the “King of Fado” since he helped bring the genre to 
a wider audience in the 1960s, by playing on television.  

Mateus leads us up a steep set of stairs, past a chatter 
of elderly men outside a Cape Verdean café and down Beco 
das Farinhas, where a number of black-and-white photos 
of elderly local characters (taken by resident British artist 
Camilla Watson) adorn the walls. Weaving in and out of tight 
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A date with destiny
On a fado music walking tour of Lisbon’s Alfama and Mouraria districts, Ronan J O’Shea 
encounters street murals, slippery cobblestones and bittersweet melodies on every corner 
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alleys, we reach a whitewashed wall bearing a mural of Maria 
Severa Onofriana. Widely regarded as the first fado singer to 
achieve national fame, her relationship with the 13th Count 
of Vimioso courted public scandal and ended in tragedy; an 
example of what Mateus calls saudade, a Portuguese word 
that can only be translated as a deep sense of longing or 
nostalgia. It’s fado, in a nutshell.

Jumping on a tram, we travel up a hill to Alfama, which 
will be hosting the annual Caixa Alfama music festival on 
15-16 September (caixaalfama.pt). This evening, however, 
the main act is the deep-orange sun descending beneath the 
red rooftops and the Panteão Nacional, where the great and 
good of Portugal are buried – the death murals and relics 
steeped in that same sense of nostalgia for days gone by. 

Our final stop is Marquês da Sé, where courses of 
traditional Portuguese dishes such as bacalhau com natas 
(cod pie with potatoes and cream) are interspersed with fado 
performances. Guests watch in silent awe as artists take to 
the floor with a guitarist either side. Three mournful songs 
follow, their meaning conveyed through the singers’ haunting 
tones and theatrical movements. And then, as quickly as 
they took to the floor, the performers are gone – their 
bittersweet harmonies still echoing between faded walls.
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Clockwise from left: Murals 
depict the history of fado; a 
busker in Mouraria; the sun 
sets over Panteão Nacional 
and Lisbon’s red rooftops

“Fado, in a nutshell, is about 
a deep sense of longing 
or nostalgia”
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