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Preface 

 

In 2011, UNESCO included fado in its list of "intangible world 

cultural heritage". Since then, fado has belonged to the 

premier league of world music, so to speak. 

Something like this is of course a great honour, a recognition 

of the special cultural achievement reflected in fado. On the 

other hand, however, the status as an intangible world cul-

tural heritage also gives rise to similar problems as with the 

protection of monuments. It is precisely the appreciation ex-

pressed in it that places every change under the general suspi-

cion of desecreating a monument. 

This gives rise to a twofold question: 

1. What is unique about fado? What makes it so excep-

tional that it has been awarded the gold medal of World 

Heritage status? 

2. What impact does the monumental character of fado 

have on Portuguese musical culture? What traces – con-

scious or unconscious – does its long shadow leave in it? 

And is there a renewal and further development of the 

fado despite the problems associated with this? 
 

Both questions will be dealt with in turn, using selected songs 

as examples. Beforehand, the special mood underlying fado 

singing will be outlined in the introduction. This will be fol-

lowed by a first approach to fado. 

  



5 
 

I. Introduction  

 

1. Melancholy und Nostalgia 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Edvard Munch (1863 – 1944): Melancholy (1894) 

Wikimedia Commons 
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Different Ways of Dealing with Melancholy 

 

In order to return to a normal state as painlessly as possible 

after an alcohol binge, there are, so they say, two opposing 

strategies. One is to numb the hangover with painkillers or all 

kinds of home remedies such as spicy drinks or pickles and 

thus render it harmless. 

Others, by contrast, recommend to let the drunkenness die 

down slowly, to meet it halfway, so to speak, and even – with 

drinks like the Bloody Mary, a hybrid of poison and antidote – 

to give it new nourishment. This strategy implies that the in-

ebriated face up to intoxication, consciously savouring it to the 

last drop instead of repressing it. 

With melancholy, it seems to me, things are similar. Here, too, 

we can try to numb the poison of sadness and lethargy with 

mood-brightening drugs such as anti-depressants or alcohol. 

But we can just as well look melancholy in the face, or rather: 

give the misshapen grimace that it is a face, by consciously 

devoting ourselves to it. 

 

Garments of Nostalgia 

 

In this case, melancholy is often combined with nostalgia, i.e. 

with a wistful view of a happier past. Melancholy, essentially 

rooted in the senselessness that surrounds everything we do 

in view of our mortality, is thus juxtaposed with a meaningful 

counter-image: a utopian sometime and somewhere in which 

those who feel melancholy were at peace with themselves 
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and the world and were not troubled by any premonition of 

death. 

On the religious level, this idealised past equates to the para-

dise from which humans were expelled, on the level of indi-

vidual existence to childhood or a past love relationship trans-

figured in retrospect, and on the level of history to an age or 

empire associated with general prosperity, peace and a life in 

harmony with nature. As a matter of course, the transition 

from the mythical transfiguration of a concrete past to the 

evocation of a pure myth – as in the case of Arcadia or Atlantis 

– is fluid. 

 

"Where you are not, there is happiness!": The Romantic 

"Weltschmerz" (World-weariness) 

 

The nostalgic imagery of the past is well known from the era 

of Romanticism. For example, the complete Winterreise (Win-

ter Journey) – the cycle of poems by Wilhelm Müller set to 

music by Franz Schubert – revolves around the two poles of 

the frosty, rigid present and the happy, love-filled past. At the 

same time, being on the road in the inhospitable winter is an 

image for the existential "unhousedness" of man.  

The world-weariness is thus based on a feeling of wistful 

longing that is aware of the fundamental inaccessibility of its 

goal. The concretely perceived goal of the longing – in this 

case the lost happiness of love – is only an image for the uto-

pia of an indestructible harmony that is incompatible with 
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human life. The core of Weltschmerz is thus the mourning for 

life condemned to death from birth. 

Perhaps the best-known expression of Romantic world-weari-

ness is the poem Des Fremdlings Abendlied ("The Stranger's 

Evening Song") by Georg Philipp Schmidt von Lübeck. In the 

song version by Franz Schubert (entitled Der Wanderer), the 

concluding verse reads: "There, where you are not, there is 

happiness!"  

 

Historical Concretisation of Nostalgic Feelings 

 

On the historical level, the "realm of happiness" is projected in 

Romanticism onto an image of Antiquity idealised by the Ar-

cadia myth or onto the Middle Ages, which in Romanticism 

were transfigured into a time of wise rulers and noble knights. 

At this point, it becomes clear that melancholy is by no means 

as apolitical as it first appears. The question of whether the 

nostalgic gaze is directed towards the personal or the histori-

cal past is also decisive for the political attitude of those con-

cerned. 

Thus, a melancholy whose points of reference are the per-

sonal biography and one's own soul goes hand in hand with 

brooding, self-reflective tendencies and hence a general incli-

nation towards critical thinking. This is not compatible with 

the salvation slogans of authoritarian rulers, who demand un-

questioning submission. 

If, by contrast, melancholy refers nostalgically to an idealised 

empire of the past, it can easily be instrumentalised for the 
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propaganda of dictatorial regimes. After all, they too like to 

project their fantasies of unrestricted power onto former 

manifestations of national greatness, which they promise to 

restore with their policies. 

 

About The Stranger's Evening Song / The Wanderer 

 

The poem, originally comprising five stanzas, was first pub-

lished in 1808. The first musical settings were by Carl Friedrich 

Zelter and Friedrich Kuhlau, with partial changes to the text in 

each case. In 1813, the poet revised his work and added three 

stanzas. 

Franz Schubert's setting of the poem dates from 1816 and was 

published in 1821. The composer based this on another 

printed version, again with only five stanzas, and made further 

changes to the text. Due to the popularity of the song, the 

version of the text used in it is the most familiar today. 

The various versions of the poem and song text can be found 

with information on the genesis and publishing history as well 

as a song version by Peter Schöne (voice) and Boris Cepeda 

(piano) in: Schöne, Peter: Der Wanderer – Dritte Fassung 

(Third Version). D 489 - Opus 4 / 1; schubertlied.de. 

An English translation of the poem with annotations is availa-

ble on The LiederNet, here with reference to the first verse: 

Ich komme vom Gebirge her (I come down from the moun-

tains).  

  

https://www.schubertlied.de/de/die-lieder/der-wanderer-d489
https://www.lieder.net/lieder/get_text.html?TextId=14603
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2. First Approach to Fado 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

René Dinkel: Fado stage in the shape of a Guitarra Portuguesa in Lisbon 

(Wikimedia Commons) 

  



11 
 

Fado and Saudade 

 

The connections between melancholy, world-weariness and 

nostalgia is also significant for Portuguese fado. In essence, 

the latter serves the musical expression of the "saudade". 

The central characteristic of this sentiment is that it always 

locates perfect happiness in unattainable spheres: in child-

hood, in distant countries or in an idealised past. The saudade 

is thus closely linked to Portuguese history: to the longing for 

faraway places of a seafaring nation and the phantom pain of 

a lost world empire. 

Basically, however, the saudade refers to a general world-

weariness that is fed by the yearning for distant, lost or uto-

pian happiness, while at the same time being aware of the 

unfulfillability of this yearning. For people who experience 

saudade, happiness is always in the unattainable distance. In-

stead of coming closer to it, they move inexorably towards 

their own downfall. 

Ultimately, the inevitable fate of humans, their being con-

demned to death, is expressed in fado singing. This corre-

sponds to the feeling of existential strangeness in the world. 

Both aspects are also reflected in the relationship of the term 

to the Latin "fatum" ("fate"). Likewise, "fado" can also mean 

"fate" in Portuguese. 
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Historical Background of Fado 

 

Apart from this general philosophical level, however, fados 

can also refer to concrete social misery. According to some 

music historians, this is even the actual origin of fado. Thus, 

fado singing is sometimes derived from the music of the indig-

enous population in the former Portuguese colonies – espe-

cially the Brazilian song form of modinha, which emerged in 

the mid-18th century, and the dances of fofa and lundum.  

This is supported by the fact that fado began its success story 

in Portugal in the 19th century as a lament of the poor and 

marginalised. Tellingly, it was first cultivated in Lisbon's 

"Moorish quarter" Mouraria, which is known for its high pro-

portion of immigrant and socially underprivileged inhabitants. 

In addition, this also points to the Arabic elements of fado 

singing. 

The two main centers of fado are Lisbon and Coimbra. The 

Portuguese capital stands more for the socially critical version 

of fado. Coimbra, which is home to one of the oldest universi-

ties in Europe (founded as early as 1290), rather represents its 

"romantic" version. 

 

The Ambiguous Function of Fado under the Salazar Dictator-

ship 

 

Both variants of fado were equally incompatible with the 

propaganda of the "Estado Novo" ("New State") proclaimed 

by António de Oliveira Salazar, which determined politics in 
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Portugal from the early 1930s until the Carnation Revolution 

of 1974. Neither songs that lamented the joylessness of the 

present, nor songs that reflected the social imbalance of soci-

ety, corresponded to the self-image of a dictatorship that had 

made the renewal of Lusitanian glory its goal. 

The suspicion with which the regime regarded fado had the 

effect that the population saw it all the more as an expression 

of their own culture, as something that was not subjected to 

the purposes of the regime. This contributed considerably to 

the fact that fado became a central element of Portuguese 

culture and identity. 

Paradoxically, it was precisely this development that made it 

easier for the Salazar regime to appropriate fado for its own 

ends. Of course, it was stripped of its socially critical elements 

for this purpose and celebrated solely as a national symbol. In 

this way, the fado could be included in the triad of "Fado, 

Fátima and Football", the epitome of a system of rule that was 

based on escapist nostalgia, submission to authority and 

bread-and-circuses distraction. 

 

Musical Charateristics of Fado 

 

As mentioned above, fado was originally an element of popu-

lar culture, a type of song that was cultivated and developed 

in harbour pubs and bars. It was only in the course of the 19th 

century that it was also adapted by the bourgeoisie and used 

for song recitals in the salons of the upper classes. 
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However, it took until the 20th century before the form of 

fado performance that is considered classical today took 

shape. In this, a single fado singer – the "fadista" – is accom-

panied by a classical guitar, often also a bass guitar and above 

all the "guitarra portuguesa". The name of this instrument is 

misleading in that it is actually not a guitar, but a twelve-

stringed cittern, a necked box lute on which the sounds are 

produced by plucking the strings. 

Apart from the classical fado setting, however, the practice of 

spontaneous fado singing has also survived. In this case, those 

present in special fado locations create a fado together by 

each taking turns to sing their own self-penned stanza. 

Typical fado singing is characterised by a rapid change of 

pitches. This is reminiscent of Arabic singing practices and thus 

points to possible roots of fado in Portugal's past, when the 

country was ruled by Muslim dynasties. 

Fado texts are often characterised by a particular literary 

quality. Some poems are written expressly for fados, often by 

specialised lyricists. However, it also happens time and again 

that poems written independently of the fado culture are set 

to music as fados. 
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Links and Literture for Further Reading 

 

A brief history of fado as well as biographical information on 

fado singers and composers can be found on the website of 

the Museu do Fado. A wide range of information about Fado 

can also be found on the Portal do Fado and on the website 

Fado – the people's soul. 

For more detailed information, see 

Boyer, Rémi: Fado, Saudade & Mystery. Love of Portugal. Sin-

tra 2013: Zéfiro & Arcano Zero. 

DaCosta Holton, Kimberly: Fado Historiography: Old Myths 

and New Frontiers. Portugal Cultural Studies, Winter 2006 

(PDF). 

Elliott, Richard: Fado and the Place of Longing. Loss, Memory 

and the City (2010). London 2017: Routledge. 

McHenry, Jillian: A History of Fado and a Comparison of Fado 

de Coimbra and Fado de Lisboa. Dartmouth 2016: Univer-

sity of Massachusetts (PDF). 

  

https://www.museudofado.pt/en/fado-history-en#:~:text=Born%20in%20the%20popular%20contexts,and%20casas%20de%20meia%2Dporta.
https://www.portaldofado.net/
https://paginas.fe.up.pt/~fado/eng/index-eng.html
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II. The "Classic" Fado. 

A Portrait Based on Selected Songs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Môsieur J.: Streetart-Portrait of Amália Rodrigues (2008) 

Wikimedia Commons 
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The Shipwrecked Dream  

Cecília Meireles / Alain Oulman: 

Naufrágio (Shipwreck) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Christian Morgenstern (1805 – 1867): Evening by the Sea 

(Wikimedia Commons) 
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The poem Canção (Song) is about a dream that is buried be-

cause the hope of realising it is lost. Thus, the text has a close 

relationship to the saudade, which, as outlined above, is used 

to describe a similar emotional setting – namely a sentiment 

based on a strong longing with simultaneous awareness of the 

unattainability of what is longed for. 

The saudade constitutes the emotional core element of the 

fado. So it is not surprising that the composer Alain Oulman 

(1928 – 1990) became interested in the poem and set it to 

music, encouraged by its title. The resulting fado was renamed 

Naufrágio (Shipwreck). Moreover, Oulman omitted the last 

stanza. 

The song, which is very popular in Portugal, has been sung by 

several famous fadistas, including Maria da Fé and Amália Ro-

drigues, for whose album Com Que Voz ("With What Voice") 

the song was first recorded in 1970. 
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Song (Shipwreck) 

 

I have abandoned my dream on a ship 

and the ship in the mane of the sea. 

Then I have carved with my hands  

a grave for my dream in the waves. 

 

My hands still drip from the clammy blue 

of the rumbling maw of the sea. 

And the colour trickling from my fingers 

gnaws its way through the deserted beach. 

 

I hear the wind singing from faraway lands, 

the night trembling under its hand. 

And under the mane of the sea, wrapped 

in the skin of the ship, my dream fades away. 

 

But I feed the sea with my tears 

to make it grow and flourish. 

So my ship will reach the bottom 

and make my dream disappear. 

 

Then my petrified eyes, 

calm as the smoothed skin of the sea, 

will see my broken hands plunge 

into the gentle grave of the waves. 

 

Cecilia Meireles: Canção 

from: Viagem (Journey; 1939) 

https://www.escritas.org/pt/t/5275/cancao
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Different versions of the song: 

 

Maria Da Fé: Naufrágio (from the album Divino Fado, 2003): 

 

A version of the song in which the characteristic fado perfor-

mance style is particularly recognisable is by Adriana Marques 

(from the album Expressão D'alma, 2009) 

 

First recording: 

Amália Rodrigues: Naufrágio (from the album Com Que Voz, 

1970) 

 

About Cecilia Meireles 

 

Cecília Meireles, who was born in 

Rio de Janeiro in 1901 and died 

there in 1964, initially worked as 

a teacher after leaving school. 

Although she already published 

her first book of poetry at the age 

of 18, she also continued to pur-

sue her educational interests. 

In the 1930s, she was in charge of the daily educational advice 

column in the newspaper Diário de Notícias. In 1934, she was 

appointed director of a pedagogical institute and established a 

library for children. In the 1940s, she published several articles 

on children's folklore in the magazine A Manhã. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kfR8CGKZ8dc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8QJ48cXdIKc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z1Yed10wjjg
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In addition to her pedagogical activities, Meireles also kept on 

working as a poet and literary scholar. She published several 

volumes of poetry and in 1935 became a literature lecturer at 

the largest Brazilian university, the Universidade Federal do 

Rio de Janeiro. 

From 1940, Meireles was also increasingly active abroad, 

among other things as a lecturer in Brazilian literature and cul-

ture at the University of Texas. Further travels took her to In-

dia, Chile and, of course, Portugal, which she had already 

visited with her husband in the 1930s. She was also concerned 

with Jewish culture, which resulted in a volume of translations 

of Israeli poetry (Poemas de Israel, 1963). 

 

About Alain Oulman 

 

Alain Oulman (1928 – 1990) composed the music for many 

now legendary fados. Particularly fruitful was his collaboration 

with Amália Rodrigues, for whom, in addition to Fado Portu-

guês, he also set other texts to music. Oulman came from a 

Jewish-French family, but grew up in Portugal. Due to conflicts 

with the Salazar regime, he went into exile in 1965 and started 

working as a publisher in Paris. 

 

For the biography of Amália Rodrigues, see the following chapter. 

 

 

Picture: Cecilia Meireles leafing through a photo album (Brazilian Na-

tional Archive, Wikimedia commons) 
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The Fado and the Sea 

José Regio / Amália Rodrigues: Fado Português 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Victor Michailovich Semernev (Ukrainian painter): 

The Black Sea by Night (2004); Wikimedia Commons 
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Portugal: a Child of the Sea 

 

There is no doubt about it: Life in Portugal is shaped by the 

sea. This does not only refer to the climate, which is influ-

enced by the sea everywhere in Portugal. The proximity to the 

sea was and is also of decisive importance for the Portuguese 

economy and history. 

The sea was the prerequisite for the rise of Portugal to a world 

power. Today, however, it not only recalls Portugal's glorious 

past as a seafaring nation. It also reflects the waves of emigra-

tion that have occurred repeatedly since the 19th century due 

to socio-economic transformations. 

The sea therefore represents both promise and doom here. 

On the one hand, its free horizon promises a new beginning 

beyond the narrow confines of daily life, a new existence in a 

bright Nowhereland. On the other hand, those who dream of 

such a new beginning also know of the doom that the leap 

into the bosom of the sea has brought to so many dreamers 

before them. 

 

The Sea as an Allegory of Life 

 

In addition, survival in a coastal country naturally depends on 

the rhythm of the tides, possible storm surges and the "fruits 

of the sea", i.e. the fishing grounds. Given this existential sig-

nificance of the sea, it is sometimes even seen as an allegory 

of life. 
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Thus, on the one hand, the sea stands for the magic of a new 

beginning, the promise of the immaculate horizon in which 

every new life can inscribe itself. At the same time, however, it 

also reflects the downfall that is irrevocably inherent in every 

new life. 

It is therefore not surprising that the fado, the most Portu-

guese of all forms of singing, is often seen in close relation to 

the sea. After all, "fado" is derived from "fatum", the Latin 

word for "fate". Similarly, "fado" also means "fate" in Portu-

guese. 

 

The Fado as an Expression of the Saudade  

 

Just as some musicologists assume the origin of fado in the 

singing culture of Portuguese sailors, this special singing cul-

ture is also traced back to the spontaneous will of a sailor to 

express himself in one of the most famous fados, the Fado 

Português. 

At the same time, this points to the close connection between 

fado and saudade, an attitude to life based on the longing for 

the unattainable, while at the same time being aware of the 

unattainability of this longing. 

The saudade can thus refer quite generally to the vague 

longing for a perfect, indestructible happiness, as a contrast to 

the unfulfilled state of the present. Usually, however, this 

longing appears in a certain guise – for example, in the guise 

of an idealised (personal or historical) past, in the guise of a 
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lost love or in the guise of a distant, unknown country where 

every dream finds a home. 

 

Twofold Consolation Function of the Fado  

 

On the one hand, the fado therefore serves the function of 

expressing the pain of unfulfillable longing. On the other hand, 

however, it also helps – as a paradoxical countermovement to 

this – to make the seemingly unfulfillable tangible as a dream-

like reality at the moment of singing. 

Consequently, in the Fado Português, the veil of tears enables 

the sailor to see the world differently. Suddenly he looks out 

on a land where golden fruits fall into people's laps, and the 

air he kisses feels soft like the lips of his beloved. 

Thus, the fado has a twofold comforting function here: It re-

lieves the soul by providing a means of expression and with it 

an outlet for pain. At the same time, however, it affirms the 

right and reality of the dream in the face of the reality of un-

fulfilled everyday life. 
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Fado Português 

 

The fado was born on a ship, 

on a day when the abyss of the yawning sky  

gaped over the vast, motionless sea 

and not the slightest breeze 

whispered in the lungs of the ship. 

Then a sailor filled his longing 

and his pleading gaze on the silent sea 

into a song. 

 

"Oh, how I long 

for the beauty of my land, 

for my hills, my valleys, 

leaves and flowers and the gold 

of the ripened fruits! 

In the veil of my tears 

the Spanish lands are reflected 

and the gentle beach of home." 

 

As the sounds of the song fade away 

on the fragile planks of the ship, 

the air trembles with the sting of desire, 

and on the lips of the dreaming sailor 

the scorching sea burns like a kiss. 

 

"Farewell, dearest Mother, farewell, Mary! 

May your heart keep the vow 

that the wind shall bring you with this song: 
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My life is in God's hand. 

I shall submit to his will, 

if he lays me in this humid grave. 

If not, I will take you to the altar!" 

 

From then on, the fado lived on 

in the longing of the sailors. 

Whenever the abyss of the yawning sky  

gaped over the vast, motionless sea 

and not the slightest breeze 

whispered in the lungs of the ship, 

their longing turned into a song. 

 

José Regio: Fado Português 

Composer: Alain Oulman 

Singer: Amália Rodrigues 

Title track of the album Fado Português (1965) 

 

Live recording 

 

Album version with pictures of the singer 

  

https://www.escritas.org/pt/t/1964/fado-portugues
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3JHUZQMgsoM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ARS7Zi-Zpkw
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About José Regio  

 

José Regio (1901 – 1969) is one of the most important Portu-

guese authors of the 20th century. A secondary school teacher 

by profession, he wrote poems as well as novels, essays and 

dramas. Because of his critical stance towards the Salazar dic-

tatorship, part of his work was temporarily banned from pub-

lication in Portugal. Nevertheless, many of his novels have 

been made into films. 

 

About Amália Rodrigues 

 

Amália Rodrigues (1920 - 1999) is reverently referred to in 

Portugal as the "Rainha do Fado" (Queen of Fado). She not 

only strongly influenced the fado culture in Portugal, but also 

made it known internationally on numerous tours. 

The extent to which she is revered in Portugal is also shown by 

the fact that a three-day state mourning was declared on her 

death and the election campaign at the time was temporarily 

suspended. Countless people paid their last respects to the 

singer at a funeral march. Two years after her death, her mor-

tal remains were transferred to Portugal's national shrine in 

Lisbon's Santa Egrácia Cathedral. 

The singer's high reputation can partly be explained by the 

fact that, as the performer of many important fados, she can 

virtually be regarded as the embodiment of fado. The 

mourning for her was thus probably also for fado itself. 
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In addition, the biography of Amália Rodrigues is in many as-

pects exemplary for the culture and history of fado. The 

singer, who has also appeared as an actress in several films, 

grew up with her grandparents because her father – a shoe-

maker – could not support his nine children with his work. 

Four of her siblings died in infancy, and she herself had to con-

tribute to the family income by doing simple work from an 

early age. She consoled herself with her singing, but initially 

could only perform in nightclubs and bars. 

The ambivalent relationship of the Salazar dictatorship to the 

singer is also typical of fado culture. On the one hand, the re-

gime tried to bask in Rodrigues' increasing fame and to appro-

priate her as Portugal's figurehead. On the other hand, Ro-

drigues was also affected by bans when she sang fados with 

critical undertones. 

The greatest international success Amália Rodrigues had was 

with the fado Coimbra, which in the French version – entitled 

Avril au Portugal (April in Portugal) – became a world success 

and has been covered by many artists. 

 

For Alain Oulman, see the previous chapter. 

 

 

 

Picture: Gustave Le Gray (1820 – 1884): Solar Effect in the Clouds 

(Wikimedia Commons) 
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A Bridge over the Valley of Sorrow 

David Mourão-Ferreira / Mateus Nunes: 

Barco Negro (The Black Ship) 

 

 

 

 

 

Johan Christian Dahl (1788 – 1857): The Grave by the Sea 

KODE – Art Museums and Composer Home, Bergen/Norway 

 (Wikimedia Commons) 
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A Complementary Addition to the Fado Português 

 

Barco Negro can be seen as a kind of complementary addition 

to the Fado Português, which was presented in the previous 

chapter. While in the latter a sailor longs for the distant be-

loved, in Barco Negro it is apparently the woman who ex-

presses her sorrow at being separated from her seafaring hus-

band. 

The vision of a cross over black sails suggests that the beloved 

has been shipwrecked. However, this is contrasted by the in-

ner certainty of an unbreakable spiritual bond. 

In both songs, the coexistence of mourning and consolation, 

characteristic of many fados, is evident. On the one hand, the 

singing serves to express the pain of separation. At the same 

time, however, it creates its own spiritual reality, an imaginary 

bridge that transcends space and time and at least momen-

tarily relieves the pain. 

 

A Fado that was not a Fado 

 

The hope inherent in the song is also expressed in Barco Negro 

through a melody that contrasts in its cheerfulness with the 

"Minor mood" of most other fados. This is not least due to the 

fact that the song originally was not a fado at all. The melody 

comes from the Brazilian song Mãe preta (Black Mother), 

which deals with the exploitation of indigenous women by the 

white upper class. 
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The fact that the song was classified as a fado is due to the 

fact that Amália Rodrigues performed it as a fadista in the film 

Les amants du Tage (The Lovers of the Tagus, English title The 

Lovers of Lisbon) by Henri Verneuil, to a text by David Mourão-

Ferreira written especially for this purpose. 

The film made the singer instantly popular in France and 

helped her to perform at the Olympia in Paris, the concert hall 

for the big music events and the stars of the music scene. 

Thus, Barco Negro also marked the beginning of her interna-

tional career. 

In addition, Barco Negro also exemplifies an inglorious aspect 

of fado. Originally conceived as a protest song against the op-

pression of the indigenous population by the Portuguese-in-

fluenced white upper class, the song has been incorporated 

into the cultural context of the former colonial power with al-

tered lyrics. The spiritual aspect of colonial exploitation re-

vealed here will be discussed in more detail in the next chap-

ter.  
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The Black Ship 

 

In the morning – what a fear!  

A dream had taken you away from me, 

I floated on a raft of sand. 

But the sun of your eyes gave me warmth. 

 

Sinking into your gaze, I looked at a cross, 

you waved at me from a rock on the shore, 

the sun sparkled on your deep black ship. 

The old ones say you won't return. 

 

They are crazy, crazy! 

 

In truth, you never left. 

Everything I see, everything I hear 

is imbued with you. Everything tells me: 

You are always here with me! 

 

In the wind that sings in the glass, 

in the water whispering in the fire, 

in the cosy bed, on the deserted benches 

and in my wounded heart –   

 

in everything you live on. 

 

David Mourão-Ferreira: Barco Negro 

Composed by Mateus Nunes (Caco Velho) 

first recording: Amália Rodrigues (1955, Single) 

https://www.cancioneros.com/letras/cancion/1918553/barco-negro-david-mourao-ferreira
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Different versions of the song: 

Performance by Amália Rodrigues in Les amants du Tage 

Live performance 

Album version  

 

About David Mourão-Ferreira 

David de Jesus Mourão-Ferreira (1927 – 1996) published his 

first volume of poetry at the age of 23. Six more volumes fol-

lowed until 1994.  

The author not only gained a reputation as a poet, but was 

also an important figure in cultural life in Portugal. He was a 

professor of literature in Lisbon and editor-in-chief of several 

magazines. Moreover, he had a great influence on the cultural 

scene through his leading positions in writers' associations. 

After the end of the Portuguese dictatorship, Mourao-Fer-

reira, who also wrote numerous essays, temporarily assumed 

political responsibility as Secretary of State for Culture. 

About Mateus Nunes 

Mateus Nunes (1920 – 1971) was a Brazilian musician who 

was active as a fadista himself as well as a composer of fados. 

Ironically and lovingly dubbed "Caco Velho" (old wreck), he 

wrote the music for several important fados. 

 

For Amália Rodrigues, see the previous chapter. 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hST-GiLz37k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CIoa7C1B_Co
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MaO6mxEkeK8
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The Fado as Portuguese Blues 

José Luís Gordo / Maria da Fé: Divino Fado  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

José Malhoa (1855 – 1933): The Fado (1910) 

Museu de Lisboa (Wikimedia Commons) 
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The Fado as a Musical Orphan 

 

In Divino Fado, the fado is described analogously to those who 

sing it. Like the people who express their saudade, their world-

weariness, in a fado, who feel like castaways on the sea of life, 

the fado is presented as a kind of musical orphan. 

Thus, like the abyss of the soul that echoes within it, the fado 

appears as one great mystery here. Like the famous Madonna 

of Fátima, it is surrounded by the aura of a miracle. The only 

difference is that it appears not as a gift from heaven but as a 

child of the sea. 

Of course, such an ahistorical view of the fado can be used to 

weave a beautiful story, which itself reveals something about 

the nature and meaning of the fado. However, it is a story that 

is entirely shaped by the perspective of the Portuguese heart-

land. The contact with foreign cultures, which was precisely 

the result of Portuguese seafaring, is not taken into account 

here. 

 

Portugal's Arab Past and the Fado 

 

Tellingly, the fado was initially sung mainly in Lisbon's 

"Moorish quarter" Mouraria. This alone points to the influ-

ences of foreign cultures on the fado culture. 

The quarter of Mouraria is not only known for its high propor-

tion of immigrants and socially underprivileged people. It also 

stands for Portugal's Arab past, the era that began in the early 
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8th century, when the Iberian Peninsula was – as al-Andalus – 

part of the Muslim dominion. 

Portugal was under the influence of various Arab ruling dynas-

ties until the middle of the 13th century. For cultural life in 

Portugal, this was a very fruitful time. The city of Córdoba in 

particular developed into a center of Muslim scholarship. The 

writings of many ancient authors only found their way back 

into European intellectual history through the mediation of 

Arab scholars. 

 

Portugal's Colonial Past and the Fado 

 

In addition to possible Arabic influences, musicologists also 

discuss an influence of the music in the former Portuguese 

colonies on fado. In particular, the Brazilian song genre of 

modinha, originating in the mid-18th century, as well as the 

dances of fofa and lundum are considered possible sources of 

influence for fado. 

The fado thus appears as a kind of Portuguese blues – as a la-

ment with which the colonised and oppressed gave expression 

to their suffering from their hopeless situation. The will to 

shape suffering instead of simply enduring it without com-

plaint can, however, also be seen as a first step towards re-

sistance. 

Therefore, it may well be that Portuguese sailors used the 

fado as a means of expression for their saudade, for their wa-

vering between indeterminate longing for faraway places and 

nostalgic homesickness. However, from this perspective, they 
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would have used the very music of those people who were 

oppressed and enslaved as a result of their seafaring. 

The laments of the oppressed would thus paradoxically have 

been the basis for the expression of a wanderlust that gave 

rise to these very laments in the first place.  

 

About José Luís Gordo and Maria da Fé 

 

Born in 1947, José Luís Gordo spent a 

lot of time in the typical fado bars 

while studying economics in Lisbon. 

One of his very first fado poems was 

sung by Maria da Fé, whom he married 

in 1968. To date, he has written over 

300 poems, many of which were also sung as fados by Maria 

da Fé. Together with his wife, Gordo also runs a well-known 

fado restaurant in Lisbon. 

Maria da Fé, born in 1942, has not 

only classical fado singing in her 

repertoire, but also more modern 

fado variations. On tours abroad, 

she has also made fado popular 

outside Portugal. 

 

 

Pictures from the Museu do Fado 

  

https://www.museudofado.pt/
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Divine Fado 

 

The rhythm of the sea gave me birth, 

my voice is the voice of the wind 

that doesn't know where it comes from. 

 

No one sings with this voice, 

no one but the fado orphan 

who doesn't know where it comes from. 

 

Let me, Mother, speak with sounds, 

with words be silent like the poets. 

For I am an orphan of the skies. 

 

Caress me, Mother, with your singing, 

me, the orphaned meadow flower 

that does not know where it comes from. 

 

José Luís Gordo: Divino Fado 

Text to a folk tune (Fado Corrido) 

Singer: Maria da Fé 

from the album of the same name, released in 2005 

 

Live recording 

 

Album version 

  

https://fadosdofado.blogspot.com/2012/02/divino-fado.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LIDFrkAk1IA
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The Indestructible Core of Fado 

Pedro Homem de Melo: 

Povo que lavas no rio (People washing in the river) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Charles-François Daubigny (1817 – 1878): 

Women washing clothes on a riverbank 

Boston, Museum of Fine Arts (Wikimedia commons) 
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Time and again, the fado has been idealised as a kind of mys-

tery, a quasi-divine song that spontaneously appeared on 

earth. It is precisely this ahistorical approach that prepared 

the ground for the appropriation of fado by the propaganda of 

the Salazar dictatorship or the culture industry. 

A fado that can be understood as a kind of objection against 

such appropriation of popular culture is Povo que lavas no rio 

(People washing in the river) by Pedro Homem de Melo. 

On the one hand, the text refers to the abundance of folk cul-

ture on which the cultural life of the present is based and by 

which those growing up in it are shaped in a specific way. On 

the other hand, the poem also makes clear that the inde-

pendence of folk culture is constantly threatened. It might be 

precisely those who claim to be its protectors who pose a 

threat to it. This brings to mind the fascist seducers of the 

past, but also the populist pied pipers of today. 

At the same time, however, the poem emphasises that the 

core of folk culture remains unaffected by these tendencies 

towards appropriation. Its distortion and misuse would thus 

always be only a superficial phenomenon that cannot harm 

the actual essence of folk life. 

Applied to fado, this means: It may well be that national 

leaders – as happened in the Salazar dictatorship – or the cul-

ture industry appropriate fado for their own purposes. But the 

original function of fado – to be a kind of blues of the common 

people, a unique mixture of consolation and lament – will 

nevertheless be preserved. It is – as the very essence of fado – 

indestructible. 
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 [Catharsis] 

 

You purify your soul, my people, 

in the river. You cut with your axe 

the boards of my coffin. 

Though some, disguised as tribunes, 

alienate you from your ground: 

No one can rob you of your soul. 

 

From an inconspicuous cup 

your kiss has breathed on me 

and passed from mouth to mouth. 

Your wine embraces me like the fruit 

of your fields and your crystal-clear water. 

But you will never give your soul away. 

 

How often has your smell of earth and heather 

sung me tenderly to sleep. 

Every night I return home to you. 

People, my people, I am a part of you! 

Your cornucopia bestows everything on me – 

everything but your soul. 

 

Pedro Homem de Melo: Povo que lavas no rio; 

Music: Joaquim Campos Silva 

(originally composed for Fado Vitória) 

  

https://www.escritas.org/pt/t/2105/povo-que-lavas-no-rio
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Different versions of the song: 

 

Malafalda Arnauth: Povo que lavas no rio 

 

First recording: Amália Rodrigues: Povo que lavas no rio (from: 

Encontro, 1974) 

Live 

Studio recording 

 

About Pedro Homem de Mello and Joaquim Campos Silva 

 

After studying law, Pedro Homem de Melo (1904 – 1984) first 

worked as a lawyer and later as a teacher and headmaster. 

Apart from law and pedagogics, he was intensively involved 

with folk dances and published several writings on the subject. 

His poetry is also interspersed with stylistic elements and 

themes from folk culture. 

Joaquim Campos Silva (1901 – 1981), usually just called 

"Joaquim Campos", initially worked as a secretary for the Por-

tuguese Railway Company. This also influenced his first per-

formances as a fadista, which dealt with the deprived lives of 

many railway workers. Later, when he had become a well-

known fadista, Campos continued to combine his passion for 

fado with social commitment, for example by performing in 

prisons and hospitals or at charity events. 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=59PNbd284LE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p4I87Cnbr2w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D-gf71TK5PY
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About Malafalda Arnauth 

 

With singers like Ana Moura, Mariza or Mísia, Dulce Pontes 

and Malafalda Arnauth belong to the new generation of fadis-

tas who have been increasingly shaping the fado scene since 

the 1990s. Their repertoire is often not limited to fado, and 

their fado recordings are characterised by creative border 

crossings, such as a departure from the traditional instrumen-

tation of classical, Portuguese and bass guitar. 

Mafalda Arnauth, born in 1974, is veterinarian by profession 

and initially only worked as a fadista on the side. In the begin-

ning, she was still completely committed to classical fado. 

However, it was precisely her success as a traditional fado 

singer that gave her the freedom to go new directions musi-

cally. This refers on the one hand to a freer approach to fado, 

but on the other hand also to trying out other musical styles. 

With the Basque musician Kepa Junkera, for example, she 

recorded songs from his homeland. Moreover, she realised a 

joint music project with the Galician folk band Milladoiro.   
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Fado and Dictatorship 

David Mourão-Ferreira: Abandono (Forlornness) 

 

 

 

 

 

Telemaco Signorini (1835 – 1901): Penal colony in Portoferraio 

Florence, Galleria d'arte moderna (Wikimedia Commons) 

  



46 
 

Socially Critical Fado Sound 

 

Regardless of the genesis of fado, it is undisputed that it was 

initially a means of expression for socially underprivileged 

classes in Portugal. Thus, an element of social criticism was 

always present in it. 

However, social criticism was usually not expressed directly in 

fado, as concrete criticism of social inequality. Instead, the 

songs were more concerned with the results of social 

grievances, i.e. the hopelessness of one's own situation, the 

lack of prospects for a life in dignity that is not characterised 

by the daily struggle for survival. 

 

Criticism Below the Radar of Censorship 

 

It was precisely this indeterminacy of criticism that made fado 

a suitable means of expression under the conditions of dicta-

torship. In the "Estado Novo" ("New State") proclaimed by 

António de Oliveira Salazar, which determined politics in Por-

tugal from the early 1930s until the Carnation Revolution of 

1974, open criticism of social conditions was hardly possible. 

In this context, the fado texts – with their subtle nuances, 

their subliminal insinuations and ambiguities – offered an al-

ternative. Admittedly, this implied the danger that the outlet 

they opened could ultimately support the state. Fado could 

also become a sedative, a tranquilliser that stoked fatalism 

and kept people away from the barricades. 
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A Political Fado 

 

However, the concrete effect of a fado could never be deter-

mined in advance. Rather, its impact always depended on the 

concrete reception situation. 

For example, the poem Abandono (Forlornness / Abandon-

ment) became known as Fado de Peniche precisely because 

people automatically related the text to the political prisons of 

the Salazar dictatorship – one of which was located in Peniche. 

The text unequivocally mentions the pursuit of free thought 

and speech as the reason for the arrest. The severe conditions 

of imprisonment – the isolation of the prisoners, their being 

cut off from the environment and their relatives – are also al-

luded to, even if the physical torture, which was also a daily 

occurrence in the prison of Peniche, remains unmentioned. 

 

The Forbidden Lament  

 

However, the text is entirely limited to the perspective of 

those left behind. The focus is on lamenting the loss of the in-

ternee. The question of how and whether the suffering can be 

stopped is not addressed.  

The end of the poem is also rather resigned. Hope can only be 

sucked out of a dreamed-of togetherness. Prospects for over-

coming the present state of affairs are not indicated. 

Despite this tenor of resignation, the regime classified the 

fado as threatening and subjected it to censorship. Implicit in 

this is the admission that even addressing the suffering of po-
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litical prisoners could be a spark for igniting the fire of re-

sistance – all the more so because this contradicted the 

regime's self-presentation as the salvation of the Portuguese 

nation. 

 

For biographical information about Alain Oulman and Amália Rodrigues, 

see Chapter 2: The Fado and the Sea; for David Mourão-Ferreira, see 

Chapter 3: A Bridge over the Valley of Mourning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Picture: Osvaldo Gago: The fortress of Peniche, where political prisoners 

were detained during the Salazar dictators (Wikimedia Commons) 
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Forlornness 

 

// Your thinking without walls 

has brought you behind high walls. // 

 

Unconquerable are for my laments 

your walls. You hear nothing 

but the indifferent murmur  

of the wind and the sea. 

 

// Darkness surrounds my heart 

as in the night when they came for you. // 

 

Dark it was, dark it remains, 

never the night was darker. 

Since the night when they came for you, 

it has never been day again. 

 

// Alas, the poison of darkness 

still paralyses my gloomy heart. // 

 

David Mourão-Ferreira: Abandono (1959) 

Composer: Alain Oulman 

Different versions of the song: 

Cristina Madeira: Abandono (Fado Peniche) 

First recording: Amália Rodrigues: Abandono (Fado de 

Peniche); from: Asas Fechadas (1962) 

https://www.museudofado.pt/colecao/repertorio/abandono-david-mourao-ferreira-1959
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0gFeOIeFRxs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0-_7BqY7e-8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0-_7BqY7e-8
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The Fado: a Musical Monument of the Past? 

Maria Rainho / Mariza: Recusa (Refusal) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pedro Ribeiro Simões: "Guitarra na Proa"; a sculpture by Domingos de 

Oliveira as a tribute to Fado and Amália Rodrigues in Lisbon 

(Wikimedia Commons) 
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Football, Fado, Fátima 

 

Football, Fado, Fátima – this is the triad that is repeatedly 

mentioned as the foundation of the Portuguese dictatorship 

under António de Oliveira Salazar. 

That football can have a system-stabilising function is imme-

diately obvious. To realise this, it is not even necessary to 

think of the ruling principle of "bread and circuses" in ancient 

Rome. In more recent times, too, major sporting events have 

repeatedly been used to strengthen patriotism and thus also 

to boost approval ratings for the ruling regime. 

Likewise, Catholicism – represented by the famous pilgrimage 

site of Fátima – does not necessarily appear as a foreign body 

in the trio of concepts. After all, it was common practice until 

modern times to derive the kingship and even more so the 

emperorship directly from God, which stigmatised any opposi-

tion to the ruling house as an act of heresy. 

 

Fado as a Pillar of Dictatorship – a Contradiction in Terms? 

 

But the fado? How could this aspect of Portuguese culture 

serve as a support for an authoritarian regime – a regime that 

had made it its mission to return to the Lusitanian glory, to the 

splendour of the former Portuguese empire? Is it not a charac-

teristic of fado to lament the irretrievable loss of past happi-

ness? 

And isn't the lament inherent in fado about the unattainability 

of the utopia of a perfect life at odds with a regime that pre-
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sents itself as perfect? Is the latent fado lament about the 

unfulfilled everyday life not a thorn in the flesh of a dictator-

ship that wants to nip any protest against social injustice and 

political oppression in the bud? 

All this is undoubtedly true. However, it should never be for-

gotten that fado, in its lamentation of the imperfect life, usu-

ally remains vague. Even if the songs are not about former 

happiness, lost love, broken dreams or a distant, utopian 

somewhere, but lament the inadequacy of the present, the 

lyrics are almost never concrete in their complaint. It is not 

what causes the melancholy but the melancholy itself that is 

the focus of the fado. 

 

The Function of Fado as an Outlet under the Portuguese Dic-

tatorship 

 

In this way, the fado fulfilled an important function under the 

Salazar dictatorship, both for the people and for the rulers. For 

the people, who saw no possibility of effectively resisting the 

constricting conditions, the fado offered an outlet for their 

discontent. The regime, in turn, could use the increasing 

popularity of fado singing to divert attention from the real 

causes of poverty and oppression. 

Accordingly, the regime elevated the fado to a national sym-

bol precisely because it could be used to promote an escapist 

reaction to concrete misery. By escaping into dream worlds 

and general lamentations about the fateful existence, a critical 



53 
 

confrontation with the dictatorship and its policies could be 

prevented. 

 

Renewal of Fado after the End of the Dictatorship 

 

Thus, fado was both cultivated and damaged under the dicta-

torship. On the one hand, it had a comforting function for 

many people, which ensured its importance even after the 

Carnation Revolution of 1974. Those who had experienced the 

dictatorship associated it with the possibility of having a 

spiritual refuge in a situation of external threat, an imaginary 

space in which the suffering, sublimated by a harmonious 

song, loses its sting. 

The younger generation, on the other hand, was increasingly 

disturbed after the end of the dictatorship by the elevation of 

the fado to a state-supporting symbol, which its appropriation 

by the Salazar dictatorship had brought about. This resulted in 

a process of renewal of fado singing, intended to free it from 

its tight musical, compositional and textual fetters. 

Mário Rainho expresses this programmatically in Recusa  ("Re-

fusal"). The text, sung by the famous fadista Mariza to a tune 

by Raúl Portela, explicitly rejects a fado frozen in the gesture 

of mourning, which only revolves around itself and thus 

becomes its own monument. Instead, the fado is associated 

here with the claim to discover the "unknown" and to enable 

new perspectives that link the expression of the fado pain 

with the hope of eliminating its causes. 
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Refusal 

 

If being a fadista means being the moon 

and to turn away from the sun, 

to be a statue that refers to itself, 

then I am not a fadista. 

If being a fadista means being world-weariness, 

the sound of a predictable tear, 

a sorrow that revolves around itself, 

then I am not a fadista. 

If "fadista" is basically nothing 

but the worn-out husk of a word 

that mockingly drips from the mouths, 

then I am not a fadista. 

If "fadista" is nothing but a tired wave, 

creeping towards the mouth of the river, 

then my voice won't be its echo –  

then I am not a fadista. 

But if it means setting out on the path  

to all the unknown verses, 

then I am not a fadista –  

then I am the fado itself. 

Mario Rainho: Recusa, 

to a melody by Raúl Portela (1889 – 1942)  

Snger (with omission of the fourth strophe): Mariza 

Album: Transparente (2005) 

https://www.lyrix.at/t/mariza-recusa-7c7
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Live recording 

 

Album version 

 

About Mario Rainho 

Mario Rainho, born in 1951, has written the lyrics for many 

recent fados. Many famous fadistas have sung fados written 

by him. Rainho has also been successful as a scriptwriter for 

television productions and as a theatre director. Furthermore, 

he has contributed editorially and as an author to several 

magazines. 

 

About Mariza 

 

Mariza (actually Marisa dos Reis Nunes) was born in 1973 to a 

Mozambican mother and a Portuguese father in the former 

Portuguese colony of Mozambique. After the family moved to 

Portugal, she grew up where many see the cradle of Portu-

guese fado: in Lisbon's "Moorish quarter" Mouraria. 

In her parents' restaurant located there, the singer came into 

contact with fado at an early age. However, she initially fol-

lowed in the footsteps of jazz and soul in her singing career. 

This is also partly noticeable in her fado performances. 

Since the turn of the millennium, Mariza has increasingly de-

voted herself to fado. Today she is one of the most successful 

fadistas, also known abroad. 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QFS0SrZEXbo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B1TSw4mszq8
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III. Traces of Fado in Modern Portuguese 

Folk and Pop Music 

 

 

 

 

 

Frank Miller: The band Deolinda at a concert in 2013 

(Wikimedia Commons) 
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The Long Shadow of the Fado Monument  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jacques Lanciault: Fado statue near the Rossio (Praça de D. Pedro IV), 

one of Lisbon's central squares 

  

https://www.jacqueslanciault.com/2014/06/14/lascenseur-santa-justa-pantheon-croisiere-tage-sublime-spectacle-fado/
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The Burden of the World Heritage Status  

 

At the latest since UNESCO included fado to its list of "intangi-

ble world cultural heritage" in 2011, it has acquired the status 

of a national shrine in Portugal. It has thus not only become an 

object of national pride, but also an important asset for the 

tourism industry. 

This development is not unproblematic for the fado culture, as 

it makes it difficult to deal with it creatively. Instead of 

adapting it to the requirements of a changed time, it is trans-

figured –  according to the criticism in the song Recusa pre-

sented above – into a kind of statue that – like a historical 

monument – must not be changed. 

This can be a serious burden for Portuguese musicians. On the 

one hand, their songs are automatically related to fado as 

soon as they sound somehow melancholic. On the other hand, 

however, many expect them to refer to fado only in the way 

of a submissive bow to the tradition. 

 

Ambivalent Relationship to the Fado Tradition 

 

The reactions to this are manifold. They range from a con-

scious attachment to the fado tradition to an ostentatious 

turning away from it. In between, there are attempts to renew 

fado. 

If we leave aside the guardians of the Grail of Tradition, we 

can distinguish between three different ways of reacting: 
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 the attempt to modernise fado by making instrumenta-

tion and performance more flexible and by expanding 

the text repertoire; 

 the incorporation of individual elements of fado into an 

otherwise independent compositional activity – 

whereby this can take place both in the sense of a con-

scious quotation and as an unconscious influence on the 

creative process; 

 the shadowy reflection of the fado tradition, in the 

sense of a concentration on aspects that are left out in 

it. 

 

Examples of Fados in a New Musical Guise 

 

Another distinguishing criterion in the renewal of fado culture 

is the question of whether fado elements are incorporated 

into new works or whether older fados are presented in a new 

musical guise. The following chapters are dedicated to the first 

aspect. 

As far as the reinterpretation of older fados is concerned, the 

following four examples can be referred to. Each of them is 

based on a fado presented above in a traditional style: 

 

Yolanda Soares in duet with the tenor Bruno Almeida: 

Naufrágio 

"Classic" version with operatic singing and orchestra (including 

harp, violin and double bass) 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qtfCUeej5-s
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Mariza: Fado Português 

Slightly "jazzy" version, with orchestral accompaniment 

 

Amor Electro: Barco Negro 

Rock version 

 

Dulce Pontes: Povo que lavas no rio 

Folk version with corresponding vocal style and percussion ac-

companiment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Rui Unas: Marisa Liz, Singer of Amor Electro, 
at the Portuguese Golden Globes awards, 2017 

(Wikimedia Commons) 

   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u8kDzvh2jgQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KaKS5RIFHHo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T2IvhfIY6mo
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Functions of Fado: an Inventory 

Deolinda: Lisboa não é a cidade perfeita 

(Lisbon is not a Perfect City) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Roque Gameiro (1864 – 1935): Lisbon's Rua do Arco do Marquês do Ale-

grete, between 1910 and 1920 (Wikimedia Commons) 
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The song Lisboa não é a cidade perfeita ("Lisbon is not a per-

fect city") by the band Deolinda, published in 2008, is an at-

tempt to take stock. By designating the concrete functions 

that can be attributed to fado, it should be demystified and 

reintegrated more strongly into everyday culture. 

In the song, each stanza stands for one of the specific possi-

bilities and circumstances in which fado can come into being. 

In detail, these can be summarised as follows: 

 

 The fado preserves the past from oblivion. 

 The fado helps to express the longing for what has no 

place in everyday life. 

 The fado lives from the imperfect, because in a perfect 

world there would be no place for the dreams and uto-

pias expressed in it. 

 The fado gives a voice to those who have no voice, thus 

serving to overcome social exclusion. 

 The fado is the chant of those who have gone "mad" – 

in the sense that only someone who in the face of 

existing conditions goes "mad" chooses it as a means of 

expression or can perform it in an authentic way. 

 The fado is the epitome of the unattainable. 

 The fado is the epitome of utopia, of the wistful faith in 

the unbelievable. 

 The fado is the epitome of the unfulfilled love that can 

only be fulfilled in longing. 
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 The fado is a mirror of human life: of its hopes, dreams, 

longings, its necessary failure in the face of reality and 

thus of its tragedy. 

 

On the one hand, such an enumeration takes fado back to its 

origins by recalling the emotional roots of its creation. On the 

other hand, the designation of the concrete needs expressed 

in fado also gives rise to the possibility of a new beginning. 

Instead of reducing fado to a kind of monument to world-wea-

riness, it can once again be used to express current senti-

ments. Their reflection in fado can at the same time be under-

stood as an impulse for a change in those deficient socio-eco-

nomic conditions from which the saudade expressed in fado 

arises. In this way, the wistful longing is also "grounded" in 

social reality. 
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Lisbon is not a Perfect City 

 

Fortunately 

time has passed 

and the love that has ended 

is still there ... 

 

Fortunately 

there is some fado 

that says all the things that life 

says nothing about ... 

 

Fortunately 

Lisbon is not a perfect city 

for us ... 

 

Fortunately 

there is some alley 

where an echo can be heard 

of those who never have a voice ... 

 

Just now I saw a madwoman, 

singing alone 

at the window up there... 

 

There are nights in which the longing  

["saudade"] makes me think 

that one day I'll join her 

and sing like her ... 
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Fortunately 

I've never been able 

to find the alley 

that comes next ... 

 

Fortunately 

the Tagus is lilac, 

and the fish never stop laughing ... 

 

Fortunately 

your body does not want 

to engage in the storms 

that rage inside me ... 

 

Fortunately... 

 

If fate has its way, 

this tragic story 

is my life. 

 

Just now I saw a madwoman … 

 

Deolinda: Lisboa não é a cidade perfeita 

from: Cançao ao lado (2008) 

 

Live recording 

 

Album version 

 

https://www.vagalume.com.br/deolinda/lisboa-nao-e-a-cidade-perfeita.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TiELQXT1s8Y
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About Deolinda 

 

The band Deolinda is basically a family project. Its core is 

made up of the brothers Pedro da Silva and Luís José Martins, 

whose cousin Ana Bacalhau is the band's vocalist. Before 

joining the new music project, she was a member of the band 

Lupanar – as was her later husband José Pedro Leitão, a bass 

player who also joined Deolinda. 

The music of the band, founded in 2006, is recognisably influ-

enced by fado. However, the songs are not fados in the classi-

cal sense, but play creatively with the musical tradition.  

Already the first album by Deolinda, released in 2008, reached 

a top position in the Portuguese charts. The three further al-

bums that the band released until 2016 were also very well 

received by the public. Tours throughout Europe also made 

the band known beyond the borders of Portugal. 

Exhausted by their own success, the band members decided 

to temporarily go their own ways in 2017. 
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Cheerful Fado 

OqueStrada: O Teu Murmúrio (Your Murmur) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rs-foto: OqueStrada at a performance in Nuremberg/Germany, 2010 

(Wikimedia Commons) 
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A unique approach to fado has been developed by the band 

OqueStrada ("street orchestra"). Their music is connected to 

fado, but turns away from its melancholic foundation. 

As far as the group refers to fado in their music, they want to 

trace it back to its roots as "fado dos suburbios" (fado of the 

suburbs) – as the subtitle of their song Fado Skazito from 2009 

says.  However, this is not primarily meant in a socially critical 

way. Rather, OqueStrada is primarily concerned with bringing 

fado back more closely to its roots in popular culture. 

The aim here is also to free fado from its fixation on grief and 

pain. Even if fado offers an outlet for the expression of 

experiences of sorrow and pain, it should not, according to 

this view, be limited to this. After all, this would strip it of its 

encouraging potential and use it only as a resigned statement 

of the status quo. 

The renewal of fado in this case is consequently also intended 

to change the musical message, which in the songs of 

Oquestrada is characterised more by a joy of living than by a 

weariness of life. Marta Miranda, the band's singer, therefore 

explicitly opposes the practice of her compatriots of keeping 

"the sad fado in a small glass box". Instead, she wants to "do 

the opposite and unite sadness and joy". 

Thus, in O teu murmúrio, the omnipresence of love is invoked 

in a similar way as in the fado Barco Negro presented above. 

In contrast to the latter, however, it is not about consoling 

oneself about a lost love. 
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Rather than being sung about as something in the past, love is 

celebrated here in its vivid reality, which gives life strength 

and direction. As far as pain is expressend in the song, it 

results from the fact that fulfilled love is not possible 

permanently and that the lovers cannot be together all the 

time. 

At the same time, the affirmation of life thanks to fulfilled love 

receives a distinctively religious connotation in the song. The 

"You" sung about can also be understood in the sense of a 

numinous counterpart.  

However, regardless of whether we interpret the "You" as 

concrete or numinous or as a mixture of both, its presence, 

conveyed through love, results in any case in an exuberant joy 

of life. This is expressed in the playfully folkloric music as well 

as in the tongue-in-cheek eroticism of the singer.  

 

Quote by Marta Miranda taken from: Bargon, Sebastian: Der Schrei der 

Unterdrückten. (The Cry of the Oppressed). Music on the Crisis from 

Spain, Portugal and Greece, p. 6. SWR2 "Tandem", January 27, 2012 

(German, PDF). 

  

https://www.swr.de/swr2/programm/sendungen/tandem/-/id=9120060/property=download/nid=8986864/1j76hd7/swr2-tandem-20120127-1920.pdf
https://www.swr.de/swr2/programm/sendungen/tandem/-/id=9120060/property=download/nid=8986864/1j76hd7/swr2-tandem-20120127-1920.pdf
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Your Murmur1 

 

Your murmur is what I desire. 

You are the only thing I need in life. 

You are the celebrated life. 

Your silence I have wrapped in a cloth 

and also the map of the incomparable ways 

that you have opened up, 

without any frills, 

out of sight, 

far from overheated paradises. 

 

You know, 

know very well: 

Your murmur is what I desire. 

You are the only thing I need in life. 

You are the celebrated life. 

 

You took care of me, 

my forgotten reliquary, 

my lost sweetness.  

Sometimes silence is golden, 

other times it's silver, 

several times of lead 

and sometimes a forest. 

 

You took care of me, 

now I will take care of you. 
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You know, 

know very well: 

Your murmur is what I desire. 

You are the only thing I need in life. 

You are the celebrated life. 

You are what I want to live for, 

all day, all night. 

 

You took care of me, 

now I will take care of you. 

 

And the rain, running comfortingly 

around the lonely hearts 

beyond the mountains 

in Lisbon, 

in Nazareth, 

[in Évora2, 

in Portimão3], 

on the Minho4, 

on the Guadiana5, 

in Paris, 

in Berlin, 

in New York, 

in Rio, 

that's all your murmur. 

 

You know, 

know very well: 

You are what I want to live for,  
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all day, all night, 

you shall be the only thing 

worth living for, 

the celebrated life, 

all day, all night 

I want to live for you, 

my forgotten reliquary, 

my lost sweetness, 

my reliquary, 

my sweetness, 

that's what your murmur means to me. 

OqueStrada: O teu murmúrio 

from: Atlantic Beat – mad'in Portugal (2014) 

Explanations: 

(1) The lyrics are always slightly modified by the singer during perfor-

mances. 

(2) Évora: city in southern Portugal 

(3) Portimão: port city in the Algarve region in southern Portugal 

(4) Minho: river that rises in Ga-

licia and marks the border 

between Spain and Portugal 

south of Vigo; a province of 

the same name is located in 

northwestern Portugal 

(5) Guadiana: river in the south 

of Portugal that partly marks 

the border with Spain 

Video clip 

Live performance 

https://amusicaportuguesa.blogs.sapo.pt/oquestrada-o-teu-murmurio-1293313
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tn_OaEUoD5Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5M8l9U8xbgg&t=3s


73 
 

About QqueStrada 

 

The band was founded in 2001 by Marta Miranda and the 

French bassist Jean Marc Pablo. At the latest since their per-

formance at the Nobel Peace Prize concert in 2012, they are 

also known beyond the borders of Portugal. 

Both Miranda, who has also performed as an actress, and Jean 

Marc Pablo, who formerly worked as an event manager, have 

a connection to theater. This is also evident in the band's 

performances, which are always very expressive and often tell 

little stories in the video clips. These are mostly taken from 

people's everyday lives and thus underline the band's claim to 

give artistic expression to simple life. 

This intention is realised by the band both on the level of the 

lyrics and through the music, which picks up instruments and 

sound elements of folk art. The performances equally corre-

spond to the concept of a "street orchestra". They often take 

place on smaller stages or in bars, where contact with the au-

dience can be established more easily than in the large music 

halls. 

Especially through the integration of the guitarra portuguesa 

into the band's musical repertoire, there are also echoes of 

fado in the songs. The instrument is played in the band by 

Joao Lima, who is also the co-author of the song O teu 

murmúrio. 

Picture: Locuic: Ribeira Sacra ("Sacred Riparian Land") on the Minho 

River in Galicia (Pixabay) 
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Wave Ride into the Unknown 

Ornatos Violeta: Capitão Romance 

(Captain's Romance) 

 

 

 

 

Michael Zeno Diemer (1867 – 1939): Three-Master on the High Seas 

(Wikimedia commons) 
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In a coastal country like Portugal, there are naturally countless 

songs that have something to do with the sea. By no means all 

of them are fados. However, many share with fado the basic 

emotional constellation from which they arose – the saudade. 

One example of this is the song Captain's Romance by the 

band Ornatos Violeta. It contains several elements that are 

characteristic of the saudade: 

 The song is about a lost happiness that is nostalgically 

transfigured in retrospect – presumably a past love af-

fair. 
 

 The lost happiness is considered the epitome of fulfilled 

life, but at the same time it is perceived as irretrievable. 
 

 New happiness is not sought in the immediate sur-

roundings, but projected onto a distant somewhere. 
 

 The mirror for this idealised somewhere is the sea. 
 

 The fulfilment of longing is not so much expected from 

the destination of the journey as from the journey itself. 

Being on the road is considered the real happiness, be-

cause a permanent stay in the harbour of bliss seems 

illusory. 
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Captain's Romance 

 

My longing does not look for destinations. 

It only wants to ride the crests of the waves, 

without dreams, without tears, 

without wishes, without melancholy 

and the harbour's motherly gaze. 

 

I am riding towards the spring 

hidden deep inside of me. 

Everything I knew, I want to forget. 

Everything I was capable of, I want to unlearn. 

I only want to be at one with the sea. 

 

Through eternal waves I will ride, 

waves that gloomily embrace me, 

that always capsize anew with a crash 

like people who elude their goal 

before falling into the eternal depths. 

 

Tired of the dungeon of my life, 

I have devoted myself to the dance of the waves, 

sailing as a shadow of my former self –   

and have touched none of the things 

that you have touched in me. 

 

/ I could see it, 

but I didn't reach for it. / 
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I am sailing towards the miracle 

and the pain that dwells in it. 

When the wave horses 

cast me on a desert island, 

I will dig there for the treasure of meaning. 

 

I want to learn the language of courage, 

the courage to listen to my heart 

and to wake up one day from the drunkenness 

of the voyage to a revived peace 

and set sail once more into my life. 

 

/ I could see it, 

but I didn't reach for it. / 

 

Ornatos Violeta with Gordon Gano: Capitão Romance 

from: O Monstro Precisa de Amigos 

(The Monster Needs Friends; 1999) 

 

 

Live recording (2012, unplugged) 

 

Album version  

  

https://www.cancioneros.com/letras/cancion/486000/capitao-romance-ornatos-violeta
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eBN-ruyacSs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rNNxqUHx8_w
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About Ornatos Violeta and Gordon Gano 

 

Formed in 1991, Ornatos Violeta (Vio-

let Ornaments) became a cult band in 

Portugal with two albums released in 

1997 and 1999. After disbanding in 

2002, a short-term reunion took place 

in 2012 for a few performances to 

mark the tenth anniversary of the 

band's break-up. In 2018, there was 

another reunion, this time permanent. 

However, another album has not yet 

been released. 

Alongside and after their work with Ornatos Violeta, the band 

members have also been involved in other musical projects. 

This is especially true for frontman Manel Cruz, who has writ-

ten most of the band's lyrics. Apart from working on solo pro-

jects, Cruz has worked with the bands Pluto, Foge Foge Ban-

dido and SuperNada, some of which he co-founded. 

Gordon James Gano (born 1963), guest musician on the studio 

recording of Capitão Romance, is best known as the co-

founder of the folk-punk band Violent Femmes from Milwau-

kee, Wisconsin. Moreover, as he is close to the Baptist faith, 

he has formed a gospel punk band (The Mercy Seat). In addi-

tion to collaborating with other musicians, he has also per-

formed as a solo artist. 

Picture: José Goulão: Manel Cruz at a performance in Lisbon's Pavilhão 

Atlântic (Altice Arena, 2007 (Wikimedia Commons) 
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The Mystery of the Sea 

Madredeus: O Mar (The Sea) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hans Petersen (1850 – 1914): Seascape (Wikimedia Commons) 
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An essential aspect of the mystification that fado undergoes in 

many songs is its association with the sea. The sea is 

considered its cradle; it is here that the seafarers, torn 

between homesickness and wanderlust, are said to have 

invented it. At the same time, the sea is the space to which 

the saudade expressed in the fado repeatedly refers. 

As outlined above, the ahistorical mystification of the fado has 

nothing to do with its real origins. However, it has an effect on 

the view of the sea as the mirror for the dreams and longings 

expressed in fado. 

This is not only noticeable in fado. In other songs, too, the 

encounter with the sea is sometimes described analogously to 

a mystical experience. 

In the hymn O Mar by the band Madredeus, for example, the 

sea takes on an almost numinous quality. Here, the encounter 

with the sea causes a spiritual overwhelming, in the sense of a 

sudden insight into the immensity of being that cannot be 

grasped by words, thoughts or images. 

Here, the sea is thus less a mirror for the wanderlust dreams 

of the saudade. Instead, it represents a mystical emptiness 

that makes us forget all images. In this way, it becomes a 

parable for the path to the divine, in the sense of an inkling of 

something that transcends our everyday experience. 
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The Sea 

 

What I want to tell you 

is not a poem. 

I don't even know 

whether it's worth the effort 

to describe it: 

 

the Sea, the Sea. 

 

I have always been staying here 

just to see it –  

and I got old 

without ever understanding it: 

 

the Sea, the Sea. 
 

Madredeus: O Mar 

from: O espírito da paz (The Spirit of Peace; 1994) 
 

Live recording  

 

Album version  

https://www.cancioneros.com/letras/cancion/1168252/o-mar-madredeus
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zlC_5wivlUc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_JSO9d6rd-c
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About Madredeus 

 

Founded in 1986 by Pedro Ayres 

Magalhães and Rodrigo Leão, the band 

combines classical music with folk 

elements. In addition to fado, they also 

draw on the tradition of medieval 

friendship songs (cantiga de amigo). 

Furthermore, elements of modern pop 

and electro sounds are integrated into 

the music. 

The name of the band goes back to the 

Lisbon monastery of Madredeus, where the group took its first 

musical steps and later met repeatedly for rehearsals. 

From the beginning, the band did not focus on Portugal for 

their performances, but also appeared repeatedly at festivals 

abroad. Thus, their popularity grew rapidly. The band finally 

established itself on the international music scene when it 

contributed the soundtrack to Wim Wenders' film Lisbon Story 

in 1994 and also made guest appearances in it. 

After Rodrigo Leão had left the band as early as 1994, the 

charismatic singer Teresa Salgueiro also decided to go her own 

way in 2007. As a result, band founder Pedro Ayres Magalhães 

launched a new music project (A Banda Cósmica), with which, 

however, he could not match the success of Madredeus. 

 

Pictures: Frolzart: Teresa Salgueiro, former vocalist of Madredeus, 

February 2018 (Wikimedia Commons); Nikolay Belpitov: Sea (Pixabay) 
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The Sea: Promise and Doom  

José (Zeca) Afonso: 

Canção do Desterro (Emigrantes) / Song of Exile 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Latyip: Escape across the surging sea; painting with caption: For three 

meals and freedom, I left my family and friends thousands of miles 

behind and finally landed in Malaysia. All in the hope of freedom 

(Wikimedia Commons, 2004) 
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José Afonso's Canção do Desterro is not of more recent date, 

like the songs presented above. It was written at a time when 

there was no talk of a renewal of the fado. Nevertheless, it is 

worth mentioning here because it is interesting in several re-

spects when talking about the topic of "Fado/Saudade and the 

Sea". 

First of all, José Afonso himself sang fados at the beginning of 

his career. He was therefore particularly familiar with the 

subjects typical of fado. Secondly, he confronts – perhaps pre-

cisely for this reason – the wanderlust dream of a better life 

on the other side of the sea with the often bitter bread of 

emigration. 

The song was written at the end of the 1960s, when a par-

ticularly large number of people emigrated from Portugal, 

which was dominated by agriculture at the time and had been 

run down by the Salazar dictatorship. Consequently, the song 

focuses less on the hope of a new beginning in a foreign coun-

try than on the experience of loss associated with emigration. 

This is already indicated in the title of the song – "desterro" 

can also be translated as "banishment" or "expulsion". 

On the level of content, the disillusioning tendency of the song 

is expressed by the fact that departure, journey and arrival, 

present, future and past, dreams and reality are interwoven 

like in a collage. In this way, the ambivalent feelings of the 

emigrants, their hopes and fears, are directly linked with the 

warnings of those left behind, with the dangers of the journey 

and the indifference the people at the destination of the jour-

ney show towards the newcomers. 
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Song of Exile 

 

They arrived early in the morning, 

exhausted to death. 

Goodbye, my friends, 

we won't return here again, 

the ocean is so big 

and the world is so wide. 

Beautiful Mary, 

where will we go? 

 

On the ship 

the sailors sing. 

This sea is not like the one 

I have known. 

The steering wheel 

and the bow bathed in foam ... 

Beautiful Mary, 

where will it take us? 

 

Not a single cloud 

above the surging waters. 

The seven stars of the Pleiades 

guide us on our way. 

[I think of] the words of the old woman, 

how she spoke insistently to us ... 

Beautiful Mary, 

where will we sink to? 
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On the shore of the sea 

I grew up. 

Rudders and sails I have seen there 

flashing in the wind and sun 

and on the [glowing] sand of the beach. 

Beautiful Mary, 

where will we live? 

 

I earn my living, 

I make a small fortune 

in a foreign country. 

I know where to turn to, 

I am like the wind 

that comes and goes. 

Beautiful Mary, 

where will we move to? 

 

The bronze bell 

in my home village 

is tolling for me, 

for me who go out into the world, 

and the old woman, 

the wise old woman 

is speaking insistently to me. 

Beautiful Mary, 

where will we repent? 

 

They came from far away, 

everyone knew, 
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nobody cared 

when they saw them coming. 

[I think of] the words of the old woman, 

how she spoke insistently to us … 

Beautiful Mary, 

where will we die? 

 

Song and Lyrics 

from: Traz outro amigo também (1970) 

 

 

About José Afonso 

 

José (Zeca) Afonso (1929 – 1987) is one 

of the most important Portuguese po-

ets and songwriters. After living in the 

former Portuguese colonies of Angola 

and Mozambique until 1940, his family 

moved to the university town of Coim-

bra in central Portugal, the former capi-

tal of the country. There the artist came 

into contact with a variety of Fado, the 

classical Portuguese art of singing. 

After his studies, José Afonso first worked as a teacher, in-

cluding four years in Mozambique. In addition, he also wrote 

poems and songs and published his first album in 1956. 

In the 1960s, the poet and musician became one of the most 

important opponents of the Salazar dictatorship with his work. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yKEaerOoYuA


88 
 

Consequently, he was under strict observation of the regime 

and could only record his songs abroad. 

In 1974, José Afonso's anti-fascist song Grândola, Vila Morena 

("Grândola, tanned city″) heralded the so-called "Carnation 

Revolution", with which Portugal freed itself from the period 

of dictatorship.  When it was played on the radio on the night 

of April 24-25, this was the starting signal for the revolution. 

Due to the great importance of his songs, the unset part of 

José Afonso's oeuvre – which comprises about half of his 

complete works – has long received less attention. Only in the 

recent past has this part of his poetry also come more to the 

fore. 

 

Picture: Henrique José Teixeira Matos (geb. 1961): Portrait of José 

Afonso; 2009 (Wikimedia Commons) 

 


