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Introduction
Lisbon: The City of Light on Seven Hills is much more than a travel guide or historical
survey. It is an invitation to step inside one of Europe’s most fascinating and
kaleidoscopic capitals—a place where sunlight refracts on ancient tiles, fado songs
echo in labyrinthine alleys, and generations of sailors, merchants, poets, and
dreamers have shaped a city both timeless and perpetually in motion. This book seeks
to unlock Lisbon’s secrets, offering a richly textured, deeply personal exploration that
brings the city alive for first-time visitors, curious armchair travelers, expats, and
anyone eager to understand the deeper currents beneath Lisbon’s luminous surface.

Our journey together traverses centuries and neighborhoods, traditions and
transformations. We’ll begin with the city’s ancient roots, tracing its origins from pre-
Roman settlements and Phoenician traders to the sweeping empires of Rome and the
Islamic Moors. Lisbon’s history is indelibly marked by conquest, catastrophe, and
rebirth: the Age of Discoveries thrust her harbors onto the world stage, while the
catastrophic earthquake of 1755 demanded astonishing innovation and resilience. The
physical landscape—those iconic seven hills—remains both an obstacle and a
compass, shaping not only the neighborhoods that crown the slopes but also the very
spirit of those who call Lisbon home.

But Lisbon is not a museum, sealed in the past. The beating heart of the city can be
found in its present-day rhythms: the yellow trams rattling up precipitous streets;
alfresco conversations in leafy squares; vibrant street art decorating weathered walls.
We’ll wander through historic quarters like Alfama and Mouraria, with their labyrinths
of cobbled streets, and discover the creative pulse of Chiado and Bairro Alto, where
Lisbon reinvents itself night after night. Through interviews and stories from locals and
expats, the book captures the contrasting tempos, challenges, and joys of life in this
luminous city.

Culture is Lisbon’s lifeblood. We dive deep into the soulful laments of fado, a music of
longing and existence itself; experience the city’s festivals that blend solemn history
with exuberant celebration; visit museums, libraries, and theatres that nurture
Lisbon’s thriving art and literary scenes. Through her azulejos—painted tiles—Lisbon
tells stories in color and pattern, memorializing victory, tragedy, and daily life on her
very walls.

No journey through Lisbon would be complete without a sensory immersion in its
cuisine: the briny tang of bacalhau, the sweet comfort of pastel de nata, the sociable
pleasures of tascas and bustling food markets. We share not only what to eat, but
where these dishes come from, how they are made, and the people who keep
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traditions alive—alongside the new waves of chefs redefining what it means to dine in
the City of Light.

Finally, practical wisdom meets inspiration as we address the day-to-day magic—and
challenges—of experiencing Lisbon, from riding trams and exploring neighborhoods off
the tourist map to understanding etiquette, finding a home, or glimpsing the future
through the city’s push toward innovation and sustainability. Throughout, stories,
itineraries, and visual cues invite readers not just to observe Lisbon’s wonders but to
truly inhabit them. Open these pages—and let Lisbon reveal itself: dazzling, complex,
and endlessly welcoming.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of Lisbon: From Pre-Roman
Origins to Ancient Legends
Lisbon, a city that has captivated countless generations, holds a history so profound it
predates many of Europe's other grand capitals. Its story is not merely a chronological
account of events, but a tapestry woven with ancient legends, the echoes of forgotten
peoples, and the undeniable pull of its strategic location at the mouth of the Tagus
River. To truly understand Lisbon today, we must first journey back to its hazy
beginnings, to a time when the hills were wild and the river was a highway for intrepid
seafarers.

Before the grand empires left their indelible marks, the land where Lisbon now stands
was inhabited by various indigenous peoples. Traces of human occupation in the
Lisbon area stretch back thousands of years. During the Neolithic period, pre-Celtic
tribes lived in farming communities near the coast, leaving behind fascinating
megalithic structures like dolmens and menhirs, which can still be found on the city's
periphery. These stone monuments serve as silent witnesses to some of Lisbon’s
earliest inhabitants, hinting at spiritual practices and organized communities long
before written history began to record their lives.

As the Bronze Age faded into the Iron Age, more defined communities began to
emerge. Some historians refer to the Oestrimni, a pre-Celtic people, as among the first
known native inhabitants of Portugal. These "people of the far west," as the Romans
later called them, are believed to have extended their territory from present-day
Galicia down to the Algarve. The Celts, an Indo-European people, arrived in the first
millennium BC, blending with the existing pre-Indo-European populations and giving
rise to various Celtic-speaking local tribes.

One of the most intriguing and enduring mysteries surrounding Lisbon's origins is its
name, Olisipo, and the legendary figures associated with it. Ancient writers and
medieval theologians, like Isidore of Seville and Lucas de Tuy, spoke of a popular
legend that attributed the city's founding to the mythical Greek hero Odysseus. The
tale suggests that Odysseus, during his long journey back to Ithaca, was shipwrecked
on the shores of the Tagus. There, he supposedly fell in love with a mesmerizing half-
woman, half-snake queen named Calypso (though some versions name a different
enchanting nymph). Captivated by her, he decided to settle in this idyllic spot, and
she, in turn, granted him eternal life, ensuring the city's prosperity and longevity.
While a delightful story, most historians lean towards a more grounded explanation for
the name. The suffix "-ippo" (or "-ipo") in "Olissipo" is characteristic of the Tartessian
or Turdetani linguistic influence, suggesting a connection to an ancient civilization that
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flourished in the southern Iberian Peninsula.

Indeed, the Tartessians, a historical civilization settled in southern Iberia from the 9th
to the 6th centuries BCE, had a distinct writing system and were renowned for their
wealth in metals like copper, tin, gold, and silver. Their culture was extensive,
reaching into the modern-day Algarve and southern Alentejo regions of Portugal. The
Tagus River estuary, with its sheltered natural harbor, would have been a prime
location for trade with these metal-rich regions. This hints at an early, vibrant
exchange of goods and ideas between the indigenous peoples and external traders.

It is here that the Phoenicians enter the narrative, leaving a more tangible mark on
Lisbon's early history. Around 800-600 BC, these renowned seafarers and traders from
the Eastern Mediterranean established a trading post at the site. They called their
settlement "Alis Ubbo," a name believed to mean "Pleasant Haven" or "Safe Harbour"
in Phoenician, perfectly describing the sheltered estuary of the Tagus. This strategic
location made Alis Ubbo a crucial hub for trade, connecting the ancient Mediterranean
world with the Iberian Peninsula and beyond.

Archaeological excavations have provided compelling evidence of this Phoenician
presence, with findings of pottery, tools, and other artifacts dating back as far as 1200
BC in locations such as the Praça da Figueira and beneath the Lisbon Cathedral (Sé de
Lisboa). These discoveries strongly suggest that while an indigenous settlement likely
existed first, the Phoenicians established a trading post on the southern slope of the
Castle hill, where the Castelo de São Jorge stands today. They cultivated commercial
relationships with the local Oestrimni and related tribes, exchanging their
manufactured goods for valuable metals, salted fish, and salt from the interior regions
accessible by the Tagus.

This early period of interaction laid the groundwork for Lisbon's future as a significant
port city. The very geography of the Tagus River mouth, as a natural, safe harbor,
made it an irresistible destination for merchants and sailors. While the mythical tales
of Odysseus add a romantic allure to Lisbon's origins, the archaeological record and
historical accounts firmly establish the city's foundation as a result of indigenous
communities interacting with the far-reaching trade networks of the Phoenicians. This
blending of local life with external influences set a precedent for the many layers of
culture that would eventually define the City of Light.
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