
Above, Arco da Almedina, the main gate to the historic center of Coimbra and one
of the city’s best places to hear fado; top left, shopping for fado at the Coimbra CD
fair; top right, a live fado performance at à Capella.

Coimbra’s fado haunts
By William R. Snyder

Special to The Wall Street Journal
 Coimbra, Portugal

O
N A DARK NIGHT by the steps
of the Old Cathedral in Coim-
bra, the melancholic voice of

a man echoes through the streets, ac-
companied by a strumming guitar.
You don’t have to understand Portu-
guese to know what he is singing
about: unrequited love. The haunt-
ing and unique melody is called
fado, the pride of Portuguese music,
first developed in the mid-19th cen-
tury.

It is the music of Casanovas, po-
ets and students. Fado is best appre-
ciated live, and good CDs can be diffi-
cult to find outside of this ancient
city. Contemporary groups such as
Verdes Anos and Canção de Coim-
bra have large followings in Portu-
gal and elsewhere in Europe, but not
enough to warrant large-scale CD
distribution. To find the best fado re-
cordings, you must search the shops
of Coimbra. Like much of central
Portugal, the city is a time capsule
of preserved traditions, architec-
ture and, most importantly, the heri-
tage of fado. It is perfect for a week-
end musical-shopping expedition.

Fado comes in two varieties: Lis-
bon and Coimbra. In Lisbon the fado
is found in taverns and restaurants
and the lyrics recount tales of hard-
ships. The fado of Coimbra grew out
of student serenades from the local
university. (Think Romeo and
Juliet). If in Lisbon the lyrics are
comparable to a short story, in Coim-
bra they are more like poetry.

Both styles are performed by a
lone singer accompanied by two gui-
tars, one traditional and one Portu-
guese, which has a teardrop shape
and 12 strings. In Coimbra only the
men sing, serenading from medi-
eval squares and church steps. The
traditional costume in Coimbra, un-
changed since the 19th century, con-
sists of a black suit with a black
cape, which is also the student uni-
form at the university.

Coimbra is a city built around
the university, the oldest in Portu-
gal, dating from the 12th century.
The campus sits atop a hill rising
from the banks of the Mondego
River. Between the river and the Uni-
versity Hill is the medieval quarter,
the best place to look for fado re-
cordings. Spend a day here, starting
at the Alfarrabista da Almedina, a lo-
cal bookshop with a comprehensive
collection of vintage fado. From
there, pass through the Praça do
Comércio and down the Rua Fer-
reira Borges. Here you will find big-
ger chain stores such as FNAC and
Bertrand Livreiros. Small alleys off
the Ferreira will yield surprising
finds and small vendors.

To understand what makes good
fado, you must grasp the concept of
saudade. Roughly, saudade is a par-
ticular type of romantic longing for

something that cannot exist. It usu-
ally starts with a tragic love story.
For the Portuguese there is no
greater tale than that of Dom Pedro
and his lover Inês de Castro. Pedro’s
father, King Afonso IV, disapproved
of the romance and hired assassins
to murder Inês. She was supposedly
killed in 1355 next to the Fountain of
Tears (on the grounds of what is
now the Quinta das Lágrimas hotel,
and open to the public). Their story
appears in countless fado songs.

Coimbra’s recorded fado has had
three distinct eras. The first, consid-
ered the golden age, occurred in the
1920s and ’30s and the masters
were Artur Paredes, the poet Ed-
mundo Battencourt and José Pa-
radela Oliveira, who wrote songs in
a romantic vein covering the stan-
dards of love, death and betrayal.

Original albums are scarce. Those in
existence are vinyl and highly cher-
ished, so expect to pay for the rarity.
As a primer consider the modern
compilation of old hits “Fado, Lis-
boa e Coimbra: 1926-1931.”

Many of the great Coimbra fado-
ists received their training at the
university. There are eight student
organizations, and each has a fado
group that performs and teaches
fado to younger students. Livraria
115, an independent bookstore serv-
ing the university, has a comprehen-
sive selection of books on the his-
tory of fado, guitar technique and
fado poems.

Inheriting musical talent from
his father Artur, Carlos Paredes
along with Zeca Afonso and Adriano
Correira de Oliveira started the sec-
ond wave of fado in the late 1960s.
They created a sound similar to
American folk music with politically
infused lyrics inspired by the stu-
dent uprisings in Paris. Their mes-
sage motivated many students in
the build-up to the Carnation Revo-
lution in 1974, which brought democ-
racy to Portugal after decades of au-
thoritarian rule.

Albums from this period are eas-

ier to find, such as Paredes’ famous
“Guitarra Portuguesa” and Afonso’s
“Balados E Canções.” Artur and Car-
los also recorded a much-lauded al-
bum titled “O Melhor dos Mel-
hores,” or “The Best of the Best.”

Currently fado in Coimbra is in
the midst of a roots renaissance.
Young groups like Quinteto de Coim-
bra will use the melodies of the el-
der Paredes and the lyrics of Batten-
court, but infuse elements of elec-
tronica or add a keyboard. Others
such as Se Velha, Coimbra de Sem-
pre and Alma Mater stay true to the
acoustic form of fado.

Historical albums aside, the trick
to finding the best contemporary re-
cordings isn’t to look in stores, but
to attend live shows, where artists
often sell their CDs. The shows oc-

cur, both planned and impromptu,
at the city’s historic sites every
weekend—making it easy to com-
bine sightseeing with music appreci-
ation. The most famous spot for con-
certs is in front of the Romanesque
Old Cathedral, also the setting for
the university’s annual “Monumen-
tal Serenade.” The student fado
groups serenade graduates, tourists
and revelers during the wild city-
wide fiesta known as “Queima das Fi-
tas,” or “Burning of the Ribbons,”
held every May at graduation time.

Another acoustically perfect
area is beneath the Arco de Alme-
dina, the main gate to the old walled
city. During the summer, many
shows are hosted at the Botanical
Garden and in squares around the
Baixa neighborhood. At each con-
cert, performers will sell their al-
bums. The city’s tourist office has
pamphlets, maps and arts listings.
Posters are also put in bookstores
and kiosks.

The Carnegie Hall of fado, albeit
in miniature form, is bar à Capella, a
converted 14th-century chapel. The
best play here and you can find a
vast selection of the modern fado
plus shopping advice in the front
area. Alternatives include Café
Santa Cruz and the Diligencia Bar,
both late-night options for listening
and reliable for buying CDs.

Serious collectors should visit
Coimbra the first week in March for
the annual CD Fair. It is the largest
in Portugal and one of the special-
ties is the local fado.
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Alfarrabista da Almedina
Arco da Almedina, 33-35

Livraria 115
Praça do 8 de Maio, 29

à Capella 
Rua Corpo de Deus
Largo da Victória
www.acapella.com.pt

Café Santa Cruz
Praça do 8 de Maio, 5 

Diligencia Bar
Rua Nova, 30

Our guide to shopping excursions
for exotic plants, handmade rugs,
rare porcelain—and even a pickle
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 Alghero, Sardinia

T
HE ISLAND OF SARDINIA is
the Wild West of Italy. Not far
inland from the chic luxury

beach resorts of the northern coast,
the scrubby mountainous interior is
mostly the domain of shepherds.

The rough, durable wool from
their hardy sheep—waterproof and
wiry to help the animals endure the
elements of the windswept land-
scape—has been used for centuries
to make colorful patterned carpets
and wall hangings. They’re still wo-
ven by hand on giant looms in tradi-
tional designs, and they make time-
less accents for contemporary dé-
cor. Each village has its own style,
and on a weekend shopping trip be-
ginning in the western port town of
Alghero and winding south to Ca-
gliari, you can visit several.

The range of motifs and palettes
reflects the different cultures that
invaded the island over the centu-
ries: Phoenicians, Carthaginians, Ro-
mans, Arabs, Byzantines, and the
Catalans and Aragonese from Spain.
The distinct local traditions have
been reinforced by the isolation of
the mountainous terrain.

In Tonara, for example, you will
find carpets in a double-sided
weave called “Sa Fressada” with
bright multicolor stripes that resem-
ble the simpler Anatolian kilims of
southern Turkey. Directly north in
Nule, the characteristic motif is “A
Fiamma,” a flame design wrought in
a stunning array of different pat-
terns and vibrant colors dominated
by red, pink, orange and yellow. Far-
ther south in Mógoro, they embroi-
der exquisite Renaissance-style tap-
estries with polychrome floral pat-
terns or quaint pictorial themes ac-
cented with gold thread. A coopera-
tive in Villanova Monteleone, not
far inland from Alghero, produces
flat-weave carpets in a wool-and-
cotton mix with finely detailed geo-
metric patterns in subtle combina-
tions of brown, copper and beige, ac-
cented with black and white, which
bear resemblance to the Jijim kilims
of the Bakhtiari tribe in Iran.

The more than 50 official govern-
ment handicraft shops around the is-
land, called I.S.O.L.A. (Istituto Sardo
Organizzazione Lavoro Artigiano),
are a guarantee of quality and have
wide selections. (See a full list of the
shops, with addresses and other in-
formation, at www.regione.sarde-
gna.it/isola/inglese/home.html.)
Many weavers work from their
homes—just ask at the coffee bar in
the town center and you will be
pointed in the right direction.

Prices, depending on styles and
quality, range from about Œ85 for a
bath-size rug to around Œ3,000 for a
six-square-meter rug. At the
I.S.O.L.A shops, carpets may be
slightly more expensive than buy-
ing from individuals. However, you
can politely ask for “uno sconto” (a
discount), or simply negotiate a
lower price, which is quite accept-
able. The weavers will be happy to
give you a tour of the workshops,
where you can hear the tamping of
the warp with the clack of a wooden
shuttle, marking the tempo of a
rhythmic composition heard
throughout the premises.

If you visit individual carpet
weavers working out of their
homes, you might find less stan-
dard, quirky designs. You may offer

what you are willing to pay—as low
as half the price—to see how willing
they are to negotiate and how outra-
geous their asking price was.

In Sarule, about 40 kilometers
north of Tonara, we visited Alberta
Pinna, who works several hours a
day at a loom in her garage together
with fellow weaver Lucia Roggiu.
We were tempted by a carpet with a
finely wrought design of roses, birds
and goblets in a yellow-and-black
theme (1.7 meters by 2.6 meters).

She quoted a price of Œ2,500 to com-
pensate the two of them for more
than a month of labor.

About 200 years ago, the town of
Mógoro, for example, counted more
than 600 looms—or more than one
per family. These days many of the
women working out of their homes
are fulfilling commissions for pri-
vate clients. In any case, it is a good
idea to visit at least one government
shop first to get a general feel for the
going prices and quality standards.

Alghero, where you can rent a
car at the airport, is a former Ara-
gonese colony where they still
speak a Catalan dialect. The old city
bastions overlook the sea and the
port. Tucked away in a cobbled lane,
the trendy Al Refettorio is a lively
place to stop for afternoon prosecco
and strawberries at tables lining a
charming arched passageway.

About a two-hour drive down
the coast, Oristano makes a good
place to sleep on the first night. The
road between Alghero and Bosa—a
medieval town guarded by a hillside
castle and lined with bridges along
the river Temo—snakes among rosy
boulders and pinnacles perched
above a rugged shoreline. In
Oristano’s central piazza, the
homey Eleonora B&B, with four
large rooms in a medieval palazzo,
is comfortable and welcoming. In
the evening you can take a leisurely
stroll with the local families on their
daily passeggiate through the pi-
azza—deserted in the daytime sun
but suddenly full of children playing—
and through the streets past the
well-kept Baroque palaces to arrive
at the cozy little Trattoria Da Gino
for a fresh seafood dinner.

On Saturday after breakfast in
the garden, head eastward and up-
ward into the Barbàgia Mountains
to the village of Tonara for a visit to
the I.S.O.L.A. shop, where a wom-
en’s cooperative produces striking
striped rugs on big oak looms in the
studio below. The rugs cost about
Œ160 per square meter. We bought
two medium-size carpets—one in
variegated pinks and the other in
blues—and an orange-and-blue
striped runner, all for Œ850.

On the way, along the pictur-
esque meandering route to Tonara
on highway 388, you can visit the
evocative ruins of the Roman baths
at Fordongianus, situated along a
shady river across from a modern
spa, and then stop in town to see the
intricately carved 16th-century
Casa Aragonese, constructed of lo-
cal volcanic rock. There you’ll find a
shop selling local handicrafts and ar-
tisanal mirto, the popular local li-

queur made of myrtle berries.
Once you leave Tonara, you take

the winding scenic road south and
then west on 442 toward Guspini to
arrive at the weaver’s cooperative
Su Trobasciu, at the I.S.O.L.A. in
Mógoro, a workshop of 15 hand
looms operated by eight women.
There you can choose from an array
of embroidered tapestries and see
works in progress in the spacious
workshop at the back. You will also
find excellent examples of rugs and
bedspreads in the most classic Sar-
dinian style, “A Pibiones”: intricate
patterns formed in textural reliefs
of tight loops of cotton, linen, or
wool, usually in ivory monochrome.
We bought a bath-size rug with a
pattern of thick cotton balls ar-
ranged around a diamond grid that
you can sink your toes into (Œ85).
You can find cheaper machine-made
versions in shops all over the island,
apparent by the weave’s uniformity
and lack of depth and density.

After a short drive up the steep
mountain road from Guspini, past
roofless former mining buildings
surrounded by a vista of brush-cov-
ered mountains, you arrive in tiny
Montevecchio. Just down the road
from the quiet central piazza, the Sa
Tanca agriturismo is run by the
three Chessa sisters, who serve deli-
cious Sardinian cheese and tradi-
tional recipes using homemade
pasta and other ingredients grown
organically on the property.

On Sunday, the best thing to do is
take the half-hour drive west
through the sparsely inhabited
mountains to the coast—and the
most spacious and unspoiled
beaches in Sardinia—on the Costa
Verde. Torre dei Corsari has a spec-
tacular beach with white dunes and
Sardinia’s famous crystalline sea.

More weekend getaways: Italy
A Sardinian carpet ride

I.S.O.L.A. 
Centro Pilota, Via Karalis, Tonara 

Su Trobasciu
Via Gramsci 1, Mógoro
www.sutrobasciu.com

Trattoria Da Gino
Via Tirso 15, Oristano

Terme Romane and Casa
Aragonese
Fordongianus
www.forumtraiani.it

Agriturismo Sa Tanca
Montevecchio
www.agrisatanca.com

Cagliari

Alghero
Rome
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Carpets for sale in Aggius (above) and
Villanova Monteleone (below); left, the
fortified coast of Alghero; top right, a
carpet in a classic monochrome style.
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