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TLe Fado in lhe Bica 
neighLourhood 

tLe house of Milú 
I live in the Bica area 
At the bottom of the hill 
ln a little house that lies 
Two steps from the Ribeira 

I live on the first fioor 
With a window full of fiowers 
Where the sun comes to kiss 
The bitter things of Life 

(Excerpt from a fado sung by 
Natividade Pereira) 

IT'S NIGHT IN THE CITY. The street lamps cast their pale yellow light over Largo 

de S. Paulo, empty and quiet around its old fountain. The street, which sometimes vibra 

tes under the weight of a tram or taxi passing by with its headlights on, is lined with tall old 

buildings. On the opposite side, the narrow pavement alongside the church is almost lost 

amid the looming shadows of the doorways, unlit shop windows and parked cars. A cool 

breeze and the smell of the sea remind one, on this humid October night, of the proximity 

of the Tagus. Iam struck with the memory of Natividade Pereira's fado: S. Paulo, bairro 
velhinho / de casario altaneiro / és um bairro ribeirinho / ribeirinho e marinheiro ... 
(S. Paulo, ancient neighbourhood / with rows of lofty houses / you're a riverside neighbou 

rhood I riverside and seafaring ... ) 
At the bottom of the street, where Boavista begins in Conde Barão, a dim light reve 

als a police station, almost opposite the arch of the Bica elevador (funicular tram). It's not 

long after nightfall, but the two elevadores are already at rest, up at the top of Bica Duarte 
Belo, in Calhariz. There's not much going on at this time. A Caneca, the beerhouse next to 

the elevador, still has its lights on and there are people inside, but not many, and the 

atmosphere is already languid; it's the sarne in the Vaquinha, the name the locais give to 

the Popular da Bica, now a dairy but formerly a cowshed (selling milk direct from the 

cow); it's almost next to the little corner hidden away beneath the Calçada Salvador 

Correia de Sá, which starts there and then curves sharply upwards in the direction of 

Santa Catarina. 

A group of young people come out of the Caneca, talking and joking. They make their 

way along the Rua de S. Paulo and suddenly disappear: now, at a right angle to 

S. Paulo, they go up the flight of steps which constitutes the spinal column of the Bica district. 



Daytime view of Bica, Lisbon, 
1945. 
Photograph by Martínez Pozal 
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I stop at the beginning and look at 

the street sign: Calçada da Bica 

Grande. Pausing for breath, 

I inhale deeply and start the long 

climb. Striding over the first soli 

tary steps, the threshold of the 

neighbourhood, I feel the anony 

mity l've brought with me disappea 

ring vertiginously, as I approach the 

first windows, the first open doors. 

The noise of the lower part of the 

city gradually fades away; I notice, 

as I have done many times before, 

the quaint metal sign which, against 

a dark red background, advertises 

Barbearia A Marítima, hanging 

next to the entrance to the Pátio do 

Broas; I look up and see the cluster 

of boys waiting on the corner with 

the Beco for the dance to begin, and 

I let myself take in the various little 

noises of domesticity - crockery, 

laughter, voices, babies crying, the 

soap opera - the smell of food, the 

welcoming aura of faint light filte- 

red through the curtains of the 

doors with their inset windows ... I enter the Bica and wish it a good evening. 

Milú's house is on this flight of steps, on the left if you're going up, right at the bottom 

as you pass the Travessa da Bica Grande, number thirteen. Only people who know it go 

there, there's no indication of what happens inside, and no hint of a sign to tel1 you its 

name: A Guitarra da Bica. The reference for those who don't know the place is the Bica 

elevador, which everyone knows. If you're coming from Calhariz you have togo down, and 

from S. Paulo you have to go up a little way. The Bica lies at the bottom of a steep slope, 

down below the upper parts of Santa Catarina to the west and Chagas to the east; it runs 

along the line of the elevador, which is wedged between short, straight flights of steps, anda 
long, steep alleyway also with steps - the escadinhas da Bica Grande. Bairro Alto, Santa 

Catarina, Chagas and Conde Barão are the names of the surrounding places; they take us 

back in our imagination to this western part of the city, which is more recent than the origi 

nal Lisbon - the hills of Castelo de S. Jorge, with their magical names, Alfama, Mouraria, 

Castelo and Graça - but ancient enough to be beyond the reach of our memories ... 

Like other riverside neighbourhoods, the Bica has a strong maritime tradition. Many 

of its residents still have occupations related to the activities of the port, fishing and 

storage of fish, as well as to the big markets nearby (which sell fish, fruit and vegetables 

and flowers). ln spite of the constant increase in the range of new professions, the general 



profile of the residents of this district, as of the population of Lisbon as a whole, continues 

to be based on the maritime and commercial businesses. Nor is it only the older members 

of the community who contribute to this cultural stability, with their detailed memories of 

a time when here there were only people whose living was the sea, seamen, fishermen, 
people who wentfishing,jishmongers, sailors andfishwives; the young people too, descen 
dants, or related to families with more ancient roots, have carried on a sort of community 

spirit and everyday life that shows how the neighbourhood is still connected to this past, 

especially through their appreciation and re-creation of certain tradições bairristas (neigh 
bourhood traditions), as they call them. 

lt's still early, the fados only begin at about ten-thirty, the open door casts some light 

onto the steps, a few people are talking nearby. lt's Friday. lnside, the television absorbs 

the attention of one or two people sitting at the round table, near the telephone or leaning 

against the bar. They're family people from the street, friends who go there to get out of 

the house, have a coffee ora beer, anda chat with Adelaide. João, her eldest son, comes in 

and out, going to and fro between the tasca and his house opposite; his five-year-old son 

Raúl wants to stay with his grandmother, playing among the tables and chairs, wants to 

stay with his grandmother; he knows his father will come to help his grandmother later in 

the night, when it gets busier ... The tasca is almost part of his house, it's so near, a couple 

of steps away from his grandmother and aunts, who ali live together more towards the 

upper part of the neighbourhood, in Travessa da Laranjeira. The tables are already in 

place and numbered, some of them reserved but still empty. At the back, in the tiny 

kitchen in the left-hand comer, lit by a dim lightbulb, Milú in her apron is giving the final 

• 

Milú Ferreira singing a duet at her 
establishment: Guitarra da Bica, 
Lisbon, 1993. 
Photograph by Luís Pavão . 



touches to the saucepans and frying pans, the domain of 

Filipa, until the moment comes for her too to change her 

clothes and come on to sing the three routine fados in her 

pure, unaffected voice. 

The Guitarra da Bica is spacious when empty or 

when a f ew men are sitting at one or two tables entertai 

ning themselves by playing dominoes in the afternoon. 

At these times it seems to be a simple tavern, like so 

many others all over Lisbon (the lower part of the walls 

is a light-coloured marble, separated by a black stripe 

from the rest, which is tiled up to the ceiling). On Friday 

and Saturday nights, though, this simple tavern is trans 

formed, and it gets so full that the areais very restricted 

and cramped. The ten or so square tables around the 

house, about five long ones, and the round table next to 

the telephone near the bar, aren't enough for all those 

who go there every week; they end up leaning against the 

back wall, between the fridge and the toilet, crammed at 

the tables in the empty part of the house, or pushing and 

shoving each other at the door, and the unluckier ones 

have to hear the fado from outside ... At these times 

Milú 's restaurant is like a balloon about to burst, and 

the emanating smoke, music and glowing lights attract 

even more passers-by because of the contrast with the 

solitude of the bare steps. 

Joaquina is already at her lookout post in the 

window opposite. lt's her who takes care of the house during the day, helping Milú with the 

shopping and cleaning, and in the kitchen , in exchange for which Milú helps her with 

family expenses and gives her lunches and dinners. At night she stays there in the window, 

living the life of the street, seeing who passes by, who goes in and out, listening to the fados, 

peeping at the goings-on, but always from inside her house. Joaquina, like her six brothers 

and sisters and her parents, was born in the neighbourhood nearly half a century ago, on 

the top floor of the last house in the Beco dos Aciprestes. She's a daughter of the Bica, 

brought up in her godmother's house where she still lives now, and she's always known 

Number 13 as a tavern. 

She remembers when it had just drinks and dominoes - not even coffee - and belon 

ged to some Galicians, a big Galician family that lived there in the Calçada, Number 14 on 

the 4th floor, the family of Manuel Aguilar, whose compadre ran it. The tasca was always 
open, and the old men of the street used to go there, the members of the Marítimo club; my 
father, a fishmonger and one of the club s founders, would go there too to play dominoes. 
The depository opposite, still owned by the tasca, was a coal-shop which sold balls of coal, 
lye and coal oil. I still remember seeing the oil lorries making their deliveries up there with 
their hoses. After the Galicians left the next occupiers didn't stay for long. A lot of people 

lived on the escadinhas: Zé Algarvio in number 23; Carlos Barbas, of Rua de S. Paulo, who 

Guitarra da Bica, Lisbon, 1993. 
Photograph by Luís Pavão. 



was in charge of the bar inside the Ribeira market, passed it on to his friend Manel Estivador 

of number 35, who kept the house for about twelve years, from 1970-82; Armando of number 

11 then took it over, did some work on it and gave it the appearance it has now. 

At this time the house provided meals and had regular customers. A lot of them were 
dockers - my husband's colleagues - peoplefrom Ribeira market -which was the same 
thing - and the union people (the dockers' union, then in Rua do Alecrim). There were 
fishermen as well, many ofthemfrom Nazaré. A lot of womenfrom Nazaré used to come 
by here, in their typical clothes; they came to wait for their husbands who 'd gone to sea 
and the goodfish they'd bring back, grouper, shellfish and so on,for two or three months. 
They'd rent rooms in Francisca's housefor afew days and come and eat here too, remem 

bers Manel Estivador's wife, Dona Rosalina. At dinnertime the house was also patronised 

by those ladies of the night, with their "men friends", as they used to call them ... , bar 
owners from Cais-do-Sodré with their wives; but these customers didn't cause any kind of 

problem apart from neighbourhood gossip. lt was a casa de pasto (cheap eating place) and 
was still in the name of the old Galician firm; the business relied on the regulars among the 

workers from around the Bica area, although the residents did sometimes go there to get 

food to take away or to have a coffee. These were the Seventies, and Manel Estivador's 

tasca was always open, from six in the morning 

till midnight, weekends and everything, but 

there were no fados. 

The neighbourhood had its fadistas and 

fados, and although there were in fact no fado 

houses in its small area, they did exist in the 

surroundings and were part of its daily life. ln 

Santa Catarina there was the Verbena da 

Poeira, which held fados every day in the 

summer; this was where Natividade Pereira 

began to sing in the 1930's when she was 

twenty, accompanied by her friend Márcia 

Condessa, in a contest between neighbourhoods 

organised by the weekly paper A Canção do 
Sul. ln those old days the great broadcasting 

medium was the radio, such as Radiograça or 

Rádio Clube Português. Natividade went to the 

studios of the latter in Parede almost every 

month to sing in a live broadcast. Whenever 

this happened, all you heard in the Bica was: 
Natividade 's going to be on the radio? and 
everyone would listen to her. The contests 

between neighbourhoods or clubs, frequent 

when she was a child, were an incentive to 

discover new voices; she was the pride of the 

Bica when she won one of these contests at the 

Coliseu dos Recreios. 

Guitarra da B1ca, Lisbon, 1993. 
Photograph by Luís Pavão. 



Among other nearby districts there was 

the Bairro Alto with its Café Luso, where in 

the 1940's Maria de Lurdes, who had been 

born there, used to go as a child to watch 

Amália singing, because of her uncle, who was 

the doorman ... There was the Café Mondego, 

in Rua da Barroca, where years later, when it 

was called Salvaterra, the young Maria de 

Lurdes made her début in a fadista contest. 

Fernando Farinha, the "miúdo da Bica" ("kid 
from the Bica") began his precocious career 

standing on a stool at the Retiro da Severa in 

Rua António Maria Cardoso; Natividade 

Pereira was singing here when she was given 

the sad news of the death of her mother "Tia 

Rosa" ("Aunt Rosa") ... Mora nas Chagas, 
junto à Bica, uma velhinha / A tia Rosa toda 

encanto, amor, ternura/ Jurou a Deus morrer ali nessa casinha ... (She lives in Chagas, 
next to the Bica, an old lady / Aunt Rosa all charm, love, kindness / She swore to God 

she' d die in that little house ... ) More recently in the Seventies and Eighties there was fado 

in some clubs in the Bica; the Grupo Excursionista Vai-Tu in Bica Duarte Belo became 

famous for its fado sessions, and the Grupo Desportivo Zip-Zip in Rua dos Cordoeiros 

would fill up on Saturday evenings. Still living in this street is Alcídia Rodrigues; lucid and 

vivacious at 81, she is two years younger than Natividade Pereira, though unlike her she 

never got to make any records, in spite of her popularity. As part of her older memories 

she includes the café in Rua de S. Paulo which, like many other cafés in those old times, 

used to have fados with contracted singers; it also accepted the participation of those who 

were young and so far inexperienced, but who already had the germ of the fado in their 

blood; she remembers other fado figures who were born there, such-as Manuel de Almeida, 

or who lived there, like Lucília do Carmo or Fernanda Maria. 

The fado arrived at number 13 in Calçada da Bica Grande at the beginning of the 

1980's on the initiative of the then occupant, who took the decision after seeing Milú 

singing at the Jardim, a restaurant that existed at that time in Calhariz. After a very short 

-lived association with her employer, which ended after a few days and a troubled first 

performance, Milú established herself in the Bica, bringing with her the guitarristas, and 

Luís Costa, the current master of ceremonies at the Guitarra da Bica . 

... I turned up alone on thatfirst week (the other fadistas who'd been contracted didn't 
arrive). I was carrying the night alone and I said to a boy who called me "mana" ("Sis"): 
"Look Manel, it~ Saturday, and here we are in the Bica, come up later and give me a hand". 
And when he came - I'd already sung about four times - I said: "Tm. in a bit of a tight spot, 
Manel, the others aren't here, something must've happened. I'm doing it all alone, I can't let 
the customers down by having just me singing like this till three in the morning". So he said: 
"Hang on 'mana', I'llget it sorted outl" He went to Alfama and came back with my workma 
tes who were working in the Dragão de Alfama, so he saved the night for me. 

One of the habitués singing at 
Guitarra da Bica, Lisbon, 1993. 
Photograph by Luís Pavão. 



From the beginning it was Milú who took charge of the fado sessions, because the 

new boss, though always present, confessed his ignorance of the particular codes and prac 

tices of the world of the fado. Milú contracted the musicians and the other singers, organi 

sed the sessions and sang her humorous fados; she had a joky rapport with the customers 

ali through the night, while also helping at the tables. Luís Costa accompanied her with 

loyalty and devotion, as he still does. 

The boss's absences became increasingly prolonged, and his association with the busi 

ness more remote, until the house was taken over by a couple who closed it down after a 

year, with considerable outstanding debts: rent, stock, gas, electricity, telephone etc. At the 

end of 1990, Milú was away with health problems and the house was on the rocks. After 

negotiating with the absent boss, she re-opened the house the next February under her own 

management, although the rent remained in the name of the old firm of the Galicians. 

A neighbour, amateur fadista, customer and friend of Milú had already given it its name: 

A Guitarra da Bica. Ali the expenses became her responsibility in return for what profits she 

was able to make. Milú had to bear the various running costs such as stock, rent, water, elec 

tricity, gas, telephone, kitchen and waiting staff and musicians; she also had to deal with the 

various licences, for the opening time from eight to midnight, fado until two-thirty in the 

morning, and the licence for dominoes. The pleasure of having a house open, always fuli and 

lively, with socialising, meals, snacks and - above ali - the welcoming family atmosphere 

created by the fado and by her friends, then became her raison d'être, her chosen life. 
Maria de Lurdes was born in 1935, a year after Natividade first sang the fado. The 

daughter of a couple from the Minho, she spent her entire childhood in her native district, 

the Bairro Alto, where she went to school and catechism, joined the Girl Guides, and at the 

age of nine started to learn the profession of trouser seamstress. She was apprenticed in 

various places in the Bica, the Bairro Alto and Santa Catarina, beginning in the Bica in 

Travessa do Sequeiro and then in Travessa da Laranjeira, in the upper part of the Bica. 

I learned how to make trousers in one place, waistcoats in another and jackets in 
another. This was how she became a seamstress, which was her lifetime profession outside 

the fado. She would go from one employer to another, depending on who paid more: I left 
the place where they paid me 1$50 soas to get 2$00, then 2$50 and then 5$00 ... and so on, 
always asking her mother's permission. 

Ever since she was a child she used to like entertaining people, acting and singing. 

She had three brothers, and the middle one, the one closest to her, shared her liking for 

the dramatic arts. ( ... ) where we lived we were so comic, him as much as me, that we were 
nicknamed Charlô and Charlofa, because of the things we used to do. I was Charlofa, 
and my brother was Charlô. We performed in the Encarnação church, at the Scouts, and 
we always got the comic parts. Her teacher at the Calafetas school also asked and encou 

raged her to play ali kinds of comic roles, at festival times. She liked to go whenever she 

could to watch the performances at the Café Luso, where her uncle was the doorman, and 

where there were fados every night and matinées on Sundays; she used to sit out there on 

the platform listening and learning the names of the songs - ]orginho, Tamanquinhas, 
Mouraria Estilizado, Alexandrino Antigo ... 

She was fourteen when she sang seriously in public for the first time; it was a contest 

called A Primavera do Fado (The Fado Spring) at the Salvaterra in Rua da Barroca. 



Map of Bica 
1 Elevador da Bica 
2 Cervejaria A Caneca 
3 Pastelaria A Popular da Bica 
4 Barbearia A Marítima 
5A Entrada para o Pátio do Broas 
5 Pátio do Broas 
6 Marftimo Lisboa Clube 
7 Grupo Excursionista Vai-Tu 
8 Gnupo Desportivo Zip-Zip 
• Guitarra da Bica 

The contest was organised by the poet Francisco Radamante, Moita Girão and Conde 
Soveral ... I was taken to compete-ai the Salvaterra by Cidalisa do Carmo, who lived at 
number 14 and Manuel Fernandes from number 28 - I lived at number 18. Cidalisa do 
Carmo happened to be my main supporter at this time. There were three of us , me, 
Natércia da Conceição and Odete Maria, and it was Natércia da Conceição who won the 
first prize. From then on I went everywhere until I got married and gave up . 



She was married at sixteen to a sailor she mel in the Bairro Alto on her way to work as 

seamstress for a tailor. She went through some difficult limes when she couldn't get any work 

as a seamstress, having to support part of her family and her husband, who was unable to 

work due to tuberculosis. At limes of greatest need she had to sell fruit in the streets of the 

Bairro Alto, something she vividly remembers. She was widowed at the age of nineteen. From 
then on they started asking me togo to the fados; I loved going to the Luso; I started togo to 
the Luso with my neighbour Filipe Pinto, and with Zé Inácio. Then they began to say: 
"You've really got talent as a singer", and the poet Francisco Radamante gave me some 
lyrics by his wife, Maria da Luz, and I started to sing. She began to have a repertoire of 
lyrics which were given to her specially adapted to her serious-comic style, as she herself 

defines it. After going to parties and various fado houses where she met fadistas and got in 
with the crowd, she became a regular at the Santos Futebol Club (in Estrela) where there 

were fados, and it was there that her career really took off. 

From then on she became progressively more integrated in the fadista social network. 
The learning process of any fado singer consists of going round the various places where 

there are fado sessions, and singing here and there. They always go together with fellow 

singers and musicians, and between them practise their skills and improve their performan 

ces. During what is basically a never-ending process they build up friendships, broaden their 

knowledge and enhance their repertoire, and so individualise themselves as fadistas. 
lt was at the Santos Futebol Club that Milú was given her stage name - Milú Ferreira 

- by the then master of ceremonies; this new identity confirmed her definitive transition to 

the world of the fado culture, with its own peculiar rules, values and codes of practice, to 

which only those initiated in the art of singing about and enacting very particular themes and 

emotions are admitted. She started, as she says, to mix in the fado milieu, with friends and 
acquaintances who visited each other in various fado locales and in various settings. Although 

she never became a full-time professional, she accepted long-term contracts as well as ones for 

only a few nights. Like any other novice fadista, Milú did the rounds of all the fado places in 
Lisbon and the surrounding area: Bairro Alto, Madragoa, Alfama, Ajuda, Queluz, Alcântara, 

Cova do Vapor (in the South Bank of the Tagus). She stayed longer in some houses than 

others, sometimes for years, depending on the contracts and her own preferences. She never 

refused invitations to clubs or charity functions, always participating free of charge, so buil 

ding up her network of friends and getting to know fellow-singers and musicians, until the 

opportunity arose for her to settle down in the Bica, which is what she did; she actually met 

her present husband, at that time a viola player, at a club in the Bica, a neighbourhood she 

knew intimately, having spent part of her childhood in its streets with her school friends and 

having also been apprenliced there to various seamstresses. She has now retired from being a 

seamstress and keeps her house open just for fun, to mix with people, have chats with friends, 
andfor the fados, ... to give work to people I can see are infact poor and need to work. 

She likes, however, to keep her home life separate from the public area of her 

restaurant. ln her street in Santa Catarina, she's known as Dona Lurdes, who likes to 

dress practically, in house-coat and slippers, and for a long time the neighbours didn't 

even know she was Milú of the fado. The restaurant is her professional territory, the stage 

her public life, and they belong to a different mode of reality from the domestic one; not 

even her own husband, a guitarrista, is allowed in there. 



One of the singers finding his place 
on the list on which the presenter 
notes down the names of the 
Guitarra do Bico habitués singing 
that night, Lisbon, 1993. 
Photograph by Luís Pavão. 

It's ten o'clock at night and the Guitarra da Bica is beginning to liven up. On the esca 
dinhas you can already hear the noise of voices, chatter and laughter, the clatter of plates 

and dishes, and the tuning of guitarras. Luís Costa, in his tight-fitting suit, is having a 

conversation at the door, beneath the tiny Iean-to roof which stops the house from being floo 

ded on rainy days. ln his hand he has a well-thumbed piece of paper on which he writes in 

penei! the names of the fadistas who are going to perform tonight. Now inside the house he 

goes around talking to people, sitting down from time to time in a quiet corner where he adds 

another name to the list of artists, in capital letters and with a certain effort. 

lt's after ten-thirty when the television is turned off, even though there's a football 

match on. lt's Luís Costa who turns it off, asking the permission of the young couple sitting 

at the furthest long table near the door, right under the TV set. Nearly all the tables are 

occupied, and Adelaide is rushing round serving baked codfish, steak, saµsages grilled 

with alcohol, wine, beer and sangria. Adelaide has been helping Milú almost from the 

beginning, first in the kitchen and later serving at the tables. Their acquaintance and 

mutually supportive friendship goes back a long way, to Santa Catarina, where she was 

born and spent her youth, near the house where Milú has lived for 30 years. Adelaide 

insists that people respect the house, and doesn't allow any fooling around, especially 

when Milú isn't there. She -does this work in addition to her daytime job , and her eldest 

son normally helps her there at night. 

Milú, in the kitchen at the back, is putting the dishes on the half-counter which sepa 

rates the kitchen from the main room. The guitarrista tunes his instrument, the violista 
leaves the table where he was having a lively conversation with some friends and his wife 

(also afadista), the bass violista has a last smoke in the doorway, and they all take their 



places. The barman switches off the light and the house is plunged into the typical half 

light of the fado ambience, which is relieved only by a few patches of red and green emana 

ting from some electric lanterns hung on the wall in the corner where the fado is sung. Also 

hanging on the walls are various gifts from customers, bearing witness to the history of the 

house in its few years of existence: among these are a shawl, photographs offadistas on the 
stage, drawings sketched on paper, posters advertising charity functions and numerous 

banners of fado associations. The three musicians, sitting opposite the public, forma semi 

circle in the corner; the singers normally position themselves in front of them, though there 

are some rare exceptions who prefer to be behind them. To someone coming in , the eno r 

mous stuffed bull's head inlaid in the back wall seems even more menacing in the semi 

darkness; this head has been there since the time of the Galicians, and perhaps even 

before, so it is part of the heritage of the house. 

The faint sounds of the strings of the instruments can be heard in the background, 

while the master of ceremonies, a former radio announcer, proclaims in a hoarse voice: 

My friends, ladies and gentlemen, good evening to you all! Welcome to this little place 
where the fado is more fado! I'm talking about your Guitarra da Bica, which gives you 
fado every Friday and Saturday 
from 10.30 till 3 or more in the 
morning. And now, my friends, it's 
my pleasure to introduce our 
guitarristas, José António on the 
guitarra, Laureano Braga ore the 
viola and the sweet tones of 
António Santos on the bass viola. 
The orgânisation of this house has 
always been the responsibility of 
our dear friend Milú Ferreira. And 
the introductions are done by your 
handsome friend Luís Costa. Now 
my friends, ladies and gentlemen, 
as master of ceremonies it's for me 
to begin, and so, myJriends ... The 
session begins with its customary 

fados, the "classics" that everyone 

knows and applauds. Near the end 

of each fado there are always four 

verses which are accompanied by 

the customers in an impromptu 

chorus, singing or just humming 

along; then the singer, ali of a 

sudden, finishes with the four final 

verses, interrupted at the end by 

enthusiastic applause and congra 

tulations. 

Handwritten list with the singers' 
arder of appearance at an amateur 
fado session, Os Estrelas Club 
(Fonte Santa), 1993, Lisbon. 
Paper, 17.6 x 7.6. 
Private collection. (cat. 86) 



These choruses help to create a welcoming atmosphere of familiarity. The way people 

join in by singing the lyrics or simply humming the tunes, usually of the chorus, is one of 

the most distinctive aspects of these fado sessions. The dialogue established between the 

listeners and the singer reaches its high point at the moment when everyone participates, 

constantly repeating as if for the first time the sarne verses, the sarne lalalás, punctuated 
with the sarne laughter at the right times and the sarne expression of suffering, sometimes 

accompanied by tears caused by the tragic ending to a story. 

There's a group by the open door waiting patiently for the performance to end, so 

that they can be allowed in. People who go to fados have to know some of the rules which 

constitute the law in these places: one of them is that the singer isn't interrupted, and there 

mustn 't be any movement beyond the inevitable walking around of whoever is serving at 

the tables. This golden rule of silence, in a restaurant where groups of friends are packed 

elbow to elbow at a cluster of tables, is the most important one but the most difficult to 

observe. After the guitarra prelude, in the few short minutes for which the song lasts, the 

attention of all present must be concentrated on the performer. The emotion in the singer's 

voice and posture is irresistibly transmitted to the listeners, who absorb every detail; at 

this moment of almost religious communication, a sensitive link is created among all the 

participants, who share a story or sentiment in a kind of mutual communion; the listener is 

as much a fadista as the singer. Inattentiveness and noise are highly disruptive to this 

reawakening, and are therefore forbidden. 

The atmosphere gets more and more lively, and the voice of the master of ceremo 

nies is heard above the din: My friends, silence there at the door, please! Now for one 
more bit of fado and this time it's my pleasure to introduce a different voice, the comic 
fado of ... Serafim Pereira! lt's now the turn of an old man born in Casal Ventoso 1, a 

retired docker, who comes to all these sessions, to sing his humourous fados. He changes 

the words of well-known fados, such as Bairro Alto and Júlia Florista, making them 

funny, picturesque and obscene, and spicing them up with bad language that never fails 

to amuse. His renditions are always greeted with much laughter, which also happens in 

the case of two or three other regular singers. Serafim Pereira prides himself on being 

the author of the lyrics of his fados, even though he never went to school and doesn't 

know how to write. His act is followed by two more fadistas, and before the end of the 

first part the master of ceremonies triumphantly announces: Now, my friends, it's time 
for the mistress of this house ... the voice and presence of our trusty friend, Milú 
Ferreira! 

Milú often doesn 't sing in the first part, which finishes around midnight. Sometimes 

she isn't even in the restaurant, if she's been asked or "summoned" to perform in some 

other restaurant or club, which may be in the suhurbs of Lisbon. Just as the approxima 

tely 15-20 singers at each fado night turn up casually, some at midnight, others at one, 

others earlier, tel1 Milú: I've got togo and work, I have to begin early ... , in the sarne way 
Milú herself is always available togo and liven up other Iocales, 

Today she performs earlier because she has togo with three other singers to sing ata 

club in Benfica, and still has to get back well before closing time. She starts with a serious 

fado, because there'll be plenty of lime for her customary light, joky fados, which ever 

yone requests when she begins. 



Oh life that s been lived please come 
back 
So that I can see again 
That life that was wasted 
That I never knew how to live ( ... ) 

Dressed in her fado costume of high 

heeled shoes, black dress with sequins on the 

front and dark red shawl draped over one shoul 

der, Milú commands respect; a small plump 

woman , with an upright posture and chin held 

up, and an honest face, she is an imposing 

figure; her neat hair is held together at the back 

by a large hair-clasp ; although she's getting on 

for 60, her vivacity and smart appearance make 

her look younger. She only lets one person do 

her hair , her hairdresser Rosa, whose salon in 

Trindade she's been going to for more than 30 

years. Once a week she entrusts Rosa with her 

long, blonde thick hair, and allows her to decide 

on the style; it is usually bound up in a toplrnot. 

With a green shawl, mallow green 
All flowing and elegant 
The dawn had hardly broken 
As Rosa left her home 

The fluttering of her shawl 
Made everybody curious 
But in the end poor Rosa 
]ust went to Mass and the market (. .. ) 

Guitarra do Bico, Lisbon, 1993, 
Photograph by Luís Pavão, 

Even while she's singing in her deep throaty voice her stylish renditions of Malva 
Rosa or Vinte e Cinco, and rolling her eyes, she imposes respect, but especially so when she 

has to intervene to keep order or discipline someone who 's had too much to drink; that 

person knows it wouldn't be worth answering back. lt's by no means unheard of for Milú 

to use physical force to maintain order, and she's proud of the fact that she's never had to 

call the police. She's the ruler of her particular roost, and while being generous to those in 

need, offering them food and drink without asking for anything in return, she also knows 

how to be severe and intransigent, not permitting any disrespect in her house. She's often 

been known to eject men with a head-butt, ora well-aimed punch , and she's even disarmed 

them before they started fighting. 

She invariably intersperses the fados with jokes and banter between herself and the 

customers. She's always worshipped Hermínia Silva, and although she never saw her live, 



her style, as well as her brazen, castiça image, is similar. When the applause and laughter 

have died down, Milú satisfies the insistent requests: 

Now you've really convinced me I'm good! ... Now, let's see about your requests ... 
Let 's have the 'Vinte e cinco', leave it to me! They know it, they even like it, when I give 
them the 'Vinte e Cinco', that makes them all happy! 

I just know that when you come home 
You 're in a bad way, you only provoke me, want to beat me, 
So, look here, ifyouget my blood boiling, 
You 'll get it with the rolling pin, believe you me ... 

If you beat me in our room 
You may as well know, love, that I won't take it, 
And as for thrashings I'll give you 24 
Or maybe more than 25 

(Let 's hear the 'coiros'!!) 2 

At the end of each verse they go Quiquiriquiqui! and aiaiaiaiaiaia! Milú eggs them 

on with her usual catch-phrase: Let 's hear the 'coiros'! She finishes her performance, 

accompanied by one of the regular customers, with a popular song specially written for 

them. 

l've always liked to sing 
A popular song for fun 
And now I'm going to take on 
A singer with a moustache 

A man with a moustache anda powerful voice gets up from one of the tables: 

Don 't think that I'm an idiot 
I'm here to ask you openly 
What right have yougot, youfat old bag, 
To put the fadistas' backs up (. .. ) 

The room is filled with applause, laughter and chatter, and now it's the turn of Armindo 

Ferreira, a friend and habitué of the Guitarra da Bica; he has a good voice and sings very well, 
although his first performance was fairly recent, less than four years ago in this very place, on 

the initiative of Milú. He comes from the Alentejo and lives in the South Bank of the Tagus, but 

works near the Bica and normally goes there directly after work. As soon as he's finished his 

three fados and been warmly applauded and accompanied in the choruses, the lights go on. lt's 

the first of the three or four intervals between the fado "acts" until the night ends at around 

four in the morning. During the breaks there's a general mingling, everyone talks and shouts, 1'' 

people leave their tables and go and greet friends; more groups, who have been waiting pati- 



ently at the door, come in , while others go out for a breath of the cool night air, which is fresh 

compared to the really unbreathable fug of tobacco smoke and food, such as sausages grilled 

with alcohol, that's constantly wafting around the room. The musicians goto stretch their legs 

outside, have a cigarette and rest their hands and bodies. 

When the lights are turned off everyone goes back to their places and the session 

goes on. Even someone who doesn't know about the demi-monde culture of the fado, but is 

looking for it as a sort of exotic form of entertainment, is instinctively aware of having 

entered a highly codified society. You're confronted with somewhat opaque attitudes and 

points of reference, and find youself in the role of the submissive learner. When outsiders, 

especially tourists, take part in these fado nights, they're inevitably put in this position. 

They stand out from the other more or less regular customers because they look bemused 

and innocent, aloof but attentive and alert; they're often picked upon by some cheeky 

fadista to be the victims of ironic, mischievous jokes, and merciless leg-pulling as a result 

of being "foreigners" in alien territory. 

From the beginning of the session, with the first fados introduced by the master of 

ceremonies, until Milú closes it, there's a growing crescendo of activity; this consists not 

only of the increasing number of customers, sometimes with the late arrival of bohemians 

from the Bairro Alto who make it their port of call after their bars there have closed, but 

also because of the intoxicating ambience of the night, the music, smoke and alcohol- and 

the exhaustion caused by the conviviality which builds up in the early hours. 

The fados finally come to an end always later than anticipated. A few close friends stay 

on to give a hand to the people who work in the kitchen and serve at the tables; as well as being 

the time for them to bustle about cleaning and tidying up, it's also the point when they finally 

get the chance to have a meal and relax before going home for a short sleep in the morning. The 

sun is often high in the sky by the time the iron door is closed on the deserted, empty tavern, 

and number 13 is forgotten in a street now awake and stirring with movement. 

Gestures: the use of the hands, 
female amateur singer at Ginásio 
Clube de Alfama, Lisbon, 1993. 
Photograph by Luís Pavão. 



Gestures, facial expression, male 
amateur singer at Mascote do 
Atalaio, Lisbon, 1993. 
Photograph by Luís Pavão. 

Milú's house has been closed down. Like ali fado houses its fate is uncertain, and the 

sessions which began, developed and ended there, may never be held there again, at least not 

in the sarne way they were for more than a decade. lt's very common for the so-called fado 

vadio houses to have a limited life span; this is sometimes the fault of the owners, with their 

unstable, troubled lives, and in other cases the result of legal proceedings unrelated to the 

person running the establishment, who is frequently out of touch with the original tenant - 

which is what happened to Milú. Regardless of who or what is to biame, which noone ever 

really knows, these places attract nomadic social groups and never remain open for long; this 

makes their fate even more precarious, based as it is on uncertainties of time and space. 

The fado is a decentralised phenomenon, a "taste" and a "passion" that builds up 

networks of individuais, creating fairly diffuse groups of friends and acquaintances who 

relate to each other through quite strict codes of solidarity. These social groups, organised 

in networks, are one of the most stable elements of this "fado world", because while the 

locales will certainly continue opening and closing, the networks will go on being enriched 

as they take on new ingredients. As an aspect of Lisbon's image and an important factor in 

how its identity is defined, the fado constitutes one of the social and cultural dimensions 

which somehow represents and typifies the ethos and particular character of the city. 

GRAÇA ÍNDIAS CORDEIRO 

1 Casal Ventoso is a shantytown on the outskirts of Lisbon. 
2 This is a pun. ln Portuguese the word for choruses (coros) is similar to coiros, a slang word for ugly, sexually 
unattractive people. 




