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Introduction
Rising above the wide-arching embrace of the Tagus River, Lisbon — or Lisboa, as
locals say — invites curiosity, admiration, and affection in equal measure. Here,
Atlantic breezes sweep through sun-drenched hills, terracotta rooftops gleam
alongside undulating cobblestone streets, and ancient towers cast their shadows upon
modern workspaces and leafy parks. For centuries, travelers have arrived at Portugal’s
coastal capital expecting to discover an old European city; what they find, however, is
a living mosaic of memories and reinvention.

Lisbon’s identity is layered, like the tiles — the ubiquitous azulejos — that shimmer on
its façades. From its founding as a Phoenician trading outpost to its pivotal role during
the Roman Empire, Moorish dominion, Christian reconquest, and the dazzling Age of
Discovery, the city has stood at the crossroads of Europe, Africa, and the wider world.
Each era has left indelible marks on the landscape, culture, and spirit of Lisbon, with
the cataclysmic 1755 earthquake serving as both devastation and rebirth — giving rise
to the grand boulevards of Baixa and the enduring resilience of Alfama’s maze-like
alleys.

But to know Lisbon is not merely to recount its history. It is to wander through its
distinct neighborhoods, to hear Fado echo across a candlelit tavern, to taste salt on
the breeze and on the plate. Lisbon’s rhythms pulse in Mercado da Ribeira’s clamor,
Bairro Alto’s late-night laughter, and the contemplative hush of hidden gardens. Its
culture is continually renewed: in vibrant festivals, contemporary art scenes, and
evolving gastronomy that blends tradition with innovation.

Today, Lisbon is again at a pivotal moment. Flush with an influx of new residents and
ideas, the city is redefining itself as a hub of creative and technological energy.
Initiatives for sustainability and urban green space are changing how people live and
move. At the same time, Lisbon grapples with the challenges facing all beloved
capitals — the preservation of heritage in the face of rapid modernization, the
pressures and benefits of tourism, and the need to remain inclusive and livable for all
its people.

This book is an invitation — a deep dive into the living heart, history, and culture of
Lisbon. Each chapter serves as a doorway into a new facet of the city, combining
immersive storytelling with firsthand discoveries, interviews, and practical insight.
Whether you plan to visit Lisbon, dream of its sunlit panoramas, or simply seek to
understand its singular place in Europe and the wider Lusophone world, you will find
here not just facts and recommendations, but the stories, sounds, and flavors that
make Lisbon both eternal and ever-changing.
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Lisbon Revealed aims to move beyond postcard clichés to reveal the city’s rich inner
life. It is written for the traveler, the history enthusiast, the culture lover — and, above
all, for the curious. Let Lisboa surprise you, and perhaps, as so many before, you’ll
come to leave a piece of your heart upon these hills.
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CHAPTER ONE: Origins: From Prehistory to
Phoenician Founders
Lisbon, often celebrated for its sun-drenched hills and melancholic Fado, holds a
history far deeper than its popular image suggests. It is one of the oldest cities in
Western Europe, predating even Rome, its origins stretching back through millennia.
To understand Lisbon's enduring spirit, one must first delve into the ancient layers
that form its foundation, a story etched into the very topography of its seven hills and
the generous embrace of the Tagus River.

Long before Lisbon became a bustling capital, the area was an attractive spot for early
human inhabitants. Archaeological evidence suggests human presence in the Lisbon
region as far back as 300,000 years ago. These were likely Neanderthals, who
eventually gave way to modern humans entering the Iberian Peninsula. During the
Neolithic period, around 2500 BC, farming communities began to establish more
permanent settlements near the coast. The strategic advantages of dwelling near the
Tagus River and its estuary were clear, offering both sustenance and a gateway to the
wider world.

The prehistoric landscape of Lisbon was significantly different from today. The valley
where the modern city center lies was once the bed of a branched arm of the Tagus.
While the precise identity of the earliest residents on the surrounding hills remains
somewhat of a mystery, traces of Paleolithic and Mesolithic cultures have been found.
These early peoples constructed megalithic burial chambers, dolmens, and menhirs,
some of which still survive in the periphery of the city, testaments to their spiritual and
communal lives.

Around the late 5th and 4th centuries BCE, the Celts swept into the region, introducing
the use of iron and adding another cultural layer to the nascent settlement. However,
it is with the arrival of the Phoenicians that Lisbon truly began its journey towards
becoming a pivotal urban center. These renowned seafarers and traders, originating
from the Levant, were drawn to the Tagus estuary's exceptional natural harbor. The
Mar da Palha, or "Sea of Straw," a large basin near the river's mouth, offered the best
natural port on Portugal's Atlantic coast, providing a sheltered haven for their ships.

Modern scholars largely agree that Phoenician colonists founded a trading post here
around 1200 BCE. They called this settlement Ulissipo, or possibly Alis Ubbo, meaning
"delightful little port" or "safe harbor," a name that perfectly captured its strategic
value. This outpost on the southern slope of the Castle hill, where the São Jorge Castle
now stands, facilitated trade between the Mediterranean and northern Europe. The
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Phoenicians exchanged their manufactured goods for valuable metals, salted fish, and
salt, which they sourced from inland tribes accessible via the Tagus River.

Archaeological excavations, particularly those near the Castle of São Jorge and
beneath the Lisbon Cathedral (Sé de Lisboa), have uncovered compelling evidence of
this early Phoenician presence, including pottery and other artifacts dating back to the
8th century BCE. These finds confirm that this area was a significant settlement long
before the subsequent Roman and Christian influences. Some historians suggest that
while the Phoenicians certainly established commercial relations, Lisbon might have
grown around an even older indigenous settlement that predated their arrival.

Beyond archaeological findings, the very name of Lisbon is steeped in ancient lore.
One popular legend attributes the city's founding to the mythical Greek hero Ulysses,
who, according to the tale, named the settlement Olissipo. While a charming story,
modern scholars lean towards the Phoenician origins as more historically accurate.
Regardless of the exact etymology, the ancient name Olissipo became firmly
established, reflecting the city's early and enduring significance.

The Phoenician influence on Lisbon was profound, shaping not only its early economy
as a crucial trading hub but also laying the groundwork for its future urban
development. Their presence marked the transition from scattered prehistoric
communities to a more organized and commercially driven settlement. This foundation
would prove resilient, enabling Lisbon to weather subsequent invasions and
transformations. The city's destiny as a gateway, a connector of worlds, was cast in
these earliest days, built upon the natural advantages of its harbor and the
entrepreneurial spirit of its first major settlers. As the centuries turned, other powers
would vie for control of this strategic port, each leaving their own distinctive mark on
the ever-evolving canvas of Lisbon.
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