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Fado in Lisbon. A city that
sings before it speaks

There is a moment, usua||y at the end of the afternoon, when the |ight in our
city begins to fade on the facades, and the rhythm of the streets shifts
almost imperceptibly. The streets grow quieter, half-open doors release low
voices, the sound of g|asses being set down, chairs scraping the floor. It is an
old habit, repeated so often it no longer needs announcing. Fado was born

here, but it was not born beautiful.

Before it reached the stage or earned respect, it |oe|onged to the margins. To
people with no stage and no name. In the 19th century, in Mouraria, Alfama
and Bairro Alto, people sang as a way of working through the weight of a hard
life. Severa - Maria Severa Onofriana - emerges from that time as a real
figure, flesh and bone, a raspy voice and a short life. A prostitute, they say.
She sang, and that was enough. Everything else came later, with distance,
with history attempting to organize what had never been meant to be

organized.

Fado, a|though a tradition, began as emotional release - a mixture of
everything that passed through Lisbon at the time. Sailors, enslaved people,
those who arrived and those who never left. African rhythms, Brazilian
cadences, Portuguese guitar and lyrics that were never meant to last. They

were sung, heard |oy those who were there, and then forgotten or |<ept.

Over time, fado left the streets, entered homes, gainecl ru|es, respect and
silence - but lost something along the way. Still, it keeps one trait that is hard

to erase: the idea that it is sung because there is no other way to say life.
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In Lisbon, this is felt most clearly in Alfama. It is a place where things
continue to happen as they always have. Laundry hanging between buildings,
neighbors who know each other |oy name, stairways that demand attention to
your heartbeat. And, from time to time, a voice. Not always perfect, not

always in tune - but always true.

Fado lives in the lyrics, but also in the space between them. In the way the
guitar enters and holds the room. In how the singer closes their eyes without
realizing it. And those who listen do not applaud right away. They wait, as if
something might still happen after the final chord. It is this relationship with
time that defines it.

That is why, when fado is treated with care, it does not become a product. It
remains close to what it has always been: a way of being, a way of expressing

Lisbon without explaining it.

At memmo Alfama, fado appears as a natural extension of the
neighborhood. Twice a week, on Mondays and Thursdays, from 8:30pm to
11pm, the space opens for sessions led by two names who understand the

weight of what they are doing: José da Camara and Anténio Pinto Basto.

There is no need to add much more. Those who arrive come from outside,
with the city still on their clothes, in their steps, in their gaze. They sit, they
listen, and realize they are not witnessing something produced at scale. They

are simply staying a little longer inside Lisbon.

In the end, what they take with them is not a story to tell but a 1cee|ing that is

harcl to recreate e|sewhere. And isn’t that more than enough?

Goncalo Camara

Columnist memmo Journal
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