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Lisbon: in the best of all possible worlds

A Lisboeta is a Lisbonner born and bred. A more popular epithet for a 
Lisbonner is Alfacinha, a “small lettuce”. As most of my fellow citizens, 
I was taught early on that being called Alfacinha carried a fleeting 
memory of the way the peasant communities of the city’s surroundings 
would see its dwellers: eaters of the lettuces they’d produce in Chelas, in 
Sacavém, and in the plateaux of the Saloia region to the north.

“Alface” is one of the many Portuguese words that testify of the strong 
Arabic influence in our language. It comes from            (alkhus) and not 
from the usual Latin Lactuga (from which the English “lettuce” comes). 
But some would argue that Alfacinha is rather a transformation of  
                         , (alqasr sakin), or an “inhabitant of the qasr” (the castle 
towering an Arabic city). An invisible meaning from a language gone in 
a long-lost past. 

Why begin by talking about etymologies when trying to put into words 
what I – Lisboeta, Alfacinha – see and don’t see in Dennis Letbetter’s 
photos of Lisbon? Because – to an extent, at least – the layers and 
borders of visible forms that make a city yield their meanings from the 
buried senses of the humble words their inhabitants casually utter about 
them. Words carry memories and memories speak of time, the maker 
and unmaker of visible forms.

2.800 years after, Phoenician Allis Ubbo is visible no more. Neither is 
Greek Olissipo (that is: too deeply buried in the inaccessible strata of the 
riverine hills and valleys of the Tagus estuary). Bits of Roman Olissipona 
survive though, in rare guarded enclosures.1  And even more so does 
Arab (of better, Maghrebian) Lishbuna. 

Look at the city, look at the photos, and Lisbon without its white cobble-
stones could be European Buenos Aires, or it could be Atlantic Athens or 
a Little Istanbul, or a Hilly Barcelona or even an antipodean San 
Francisco. But look a bit further and Lisbon melts and plunges easily 
into the generic city,2  that superb hypermodern plague that scorches the 
Earth, one sack of cement at a time, and does away with the filigrees of 
variable history.

1  Natural and human disasters wiped out Roman Lisbon: here a bomb-shelled-like am-
phitheatre in the back of Lisbon’s main cathedral, there an underground bath you reach by 
slipping through a sewer hole in the middle of a busy street, and not much else to show.



The richest memory of the city lies not with its buildings but with its 
people, in the ways they unknowingly are and do. And in the little 
humble words that impregnate all visible things – big and small. Say São 
Vicente and a vanished medieval quarter will burgeon, an ancient church 
will rise from the ashes of a too tragic earthquake, and the remains of an 
early Christian martyr will sing and circle the maritime shores of Iberia 
between Valencia and Lisbon. Mention fado and Mouraria and you will 
hear, behind all the clichés of recent invention for the tourist masses, 
Berbers and Gipsies and Jews and Mauritanians and Guineans and all 
the rest of the people who have lived in the first global melting pot of the 
modern age, in the golden days of the fifteen-hundreds. Utter the word 
Rio Tejo (or its English bastardization Tagus River) and there you’ll have 
it, the city’s life-giver (and at least once, in November, 1st, 1755, its 
tsunamic life-taker): enter its narrow estuary, from where a thousand 
peoples sailed in, and another thousand sailed out, and the gentle hills 
of Lisbon will come into view, spreading red roofs and distempered 
walls down the river’s northern banks; further ahead, to the East, the 
immense expanse of shallow water of the Mar da Palha, floods all that’s 
in sight with salinized, whitewashing, sunrays – and seizes forms and 
contents, bodies and minds in a slow, nostalgic, even sad, dance.

Not the intense and multiform Naples, not the grandiose and blinking 
Petersburg, not the industrious toy town of Copenhagen. Not also the 
rebellious and humorous Tunis, neither the nefariously seductive Beirut, 
nor the encyclopaedic magma of Istanbul. Rather modest, somewhat 
despondent, beautifully inoffensive Lisbon: a footnote to all its Atlantic 
and Mediterranean sisters, a forget-me-not of arrowing, cathartic, 
thrilling, ranting, contested histories where land meets the seas, North 
meets South, West meets East; an unbroken chant of the whispery 
tagides,3  minor mythical nymphs of the Mar da Palha, seaming together 
fishes and grains and swords and pens, crosses and crescents and 
hexagrams and pagan gods, pepper and slaves and bullions and tusks, 
in a whirlwind of sweet life and vicious death. 

A gloomy Swiss gave Lisbon its novel alias: la ville blanche, “the white 
city”4 . A filmmaker with an ear for dawdling stories and an eye for grim 
lights, Alain Tanner re-baptized the city and made us, Lisbonners, look at 
ourselves through a looking glass. We rediscovered the crudeness of the 
light that bathes us, the chaotic patterning of the bleached cobblestones 
that slow our steps, the placidity of the sea-breezing weather that girdles 
our days. And more recently a depressive Brooklyner saw right through 
us. While here for a jazz stint, Woody Allen let a wise note escape his 
clarinet: you live in Paradise, he said, and you don’t know it. But who 
better has captured our ambiguities and paradoxes than the oblique and 
cynical Voltaire? His Candide  lands in Lisbon with an eternal 
stupid smirk on his obtuse face while surfing the horns of the 1755 
deadly earthquake and tsunami and is condemned to death by fire 
because why not? Lisbon’s downtown walls are still impregnated with 
invisible particles of smoked wood and flesh and bone from the sundry 
wildfires of the Autos-da-fé, the recurring sacrificial spectacles offered 
by the Holy Inquisition to the crowds of joyously frightened Lisbonners. 
And that, I guess, is the measure of our Paradise: the perfume of the 
jacaranda and the salty breeze meet the stench of the car and the 
obscenity of the Auto-da-fé, and together they sing that we, like the 
voltairean Candide, live in the best of all possible worlds. 

Manuel João Ramos

3  An adaptation of Hesiod’s nereids, the tagides are the Tagus River’s nymphs whom the 
poet Camões pleads for inspiration to write his epic The Lusiads (published in Lisbon, 
1572).

2  Architect Rem Koolhaas coined this expression in S, M, X, XL, in 1995.

4  Alain Tanner film Dans la ville blanche (In the White City) was released in 1983.



Residency

 No matter in what city of what country I happen to find 
 myself, the outside world I observe as I wander the streets 
 presents me with the exciting, the mysterious or the erotic; 
 my eyes roam freely over these sights and I release the 
 shutter whenever I feel the urges of eternal desire or 
 temptation.
                                                                               Daido Moriyama

For an American living on the west coast it is sparklingly revealing to 
meet the Portuguese, a people living on the west coast of Europe. 
Perhaps the most recognized of Portuguese exports – cork, port, 
Saramago, the introspection of Pessoa – ill prepare one for encountering 
the educated, nuanced and polite people of Lisbon. The blinding hubris 
in the States disallows any coherent understanding, let alone an 
embrace of Portugal or the Portuguese, while the Portuguese give a 
sense of being at the end of the civilized world and without the vaguest 
interest in crossing the Atlantic. 

Yet, for a San Franciscan, Lisbon feels like home: the red bridge, the 
plants, the hills, its compactness, its fishing tradition and boats – 
imported to San Francisco along with the Portuguese immigrants.

Lisbon is a city which transforms at different times of the day more than 
any other I know. Morning is the welcoming experience one can find in 
cafes in many European capitals, but the rather complete transformation 
that overcomes several Lisboan streets at lunchtime is something to 
behold. Restaurants throw open their metal doors and grates, and tables 
spill out onto sidewalks, transforming nondescript blocks into an 
embracing and delicious hospitality lasting a couple of hours before 
returning to a closed face until dinner time. But perhaps the most 
playful face change is the Lisbon that awakens at 2am when an often 
wholly non-segregated club scene revels in a marvelous hedonism. 

Photographing cities requires either an initially determined formal 
approach or in my case leaving things to instinct, although certainly a 
camera and film must be decided in advance. My use of the panoramic 
format is not a lack of imagination nor a gimmick but a conscious and 
cherished limitation within which I can give my eye free range.

The Royal Palace in front of the Tagus River



 The eye travels in long rectangles naturally – it’s the way 
 we’re hinged.
                                                                          Frederick Sommer

The overwhelmingly brilliant coloration of the tiles on the building 
facades might suggest a perversity in rendering Lisbon in black and 
white, but it is quite otherwise. 

 You can buy little vials of color paint at the store and 
 put them up on your shelf and look at them. Then, having 
 seen color, you can go out and photograph in black and 
 white.
          Frederick Sommer

Then there are the vagaries of having film processed abroad and dealing 
with the surprising and disappointing resultant contrast issues, and 
never mind the additional forfeit of a complete lack of archival pro-
cessing. The result is a “look”, a certain stamp put on the negatives by 
the increasingly rare local film processor. I have grown to accept these 
developing differences as part of the hidden charms of travelling, as 
though the cities contribute to the images in their own way. 

The second and more deeply frustrating aspect of using film abroad is 
the indelible mark of airport security. It seems that because the world 
has gone digital, the machines at the airports are simply not maintained 
to protect film. They may suggest that films under ISO 800 are safe, but 
mine at ISO 200 invariably get fogged with corkscrew shapes spiraling 
through skies or other obvious places. Yet despite the lack of control and 
unpredictability that comes with using film in these times, that is what I 
do. 

Monuments can be readily seen on websites, postcards and in tourist 
books. While they are perhaps the most spectacular places to witness 
they do not in general lead to the most interesting and well-seen 
images of a place. Although everything has been over photographed, 
and we needn’t another image of anything whatsoever, new ways of 
seeing can, within limits, be constantly explored. Since everything is 
inherently beautiful, we can infinitely pursue a fresh reappraisal of a 
well-worn subject.

My photographs of Lisbon are not those of a resident but those of an 
observant visitor, who quickly sees what a city is about. With Paul 
Ashurst as my guide and companion, I walked my feet to my knees, to 
use his expression, as I like to do in cities. They are photographs made 
from the point of view of a city dweller considering another urban space. 
There are inevitable similarities between cities, obvious differences, but 
my intention is to observe, feel and record the telling, compelling 
corners, squares and places, even blank walls that any resident of 
Lisbon would recognize without caption. I know that a resident can 
sense Lisbon from an image of a shadow on a wall; knows it by the 
paving stones, the width of the streets, the quality of light, the municipal 
fixtures. There is a wholly unique abstract beauty to Lisbon, if you let 
yourself see beyond its popular decorative aspects. These are images of 
the essential structure of Lisbon. 

Photographers make choices and our attempts at seeing a place clearly 
can run up against the conceptions or preconceptions we carry and the 
stories we tell ourselves. I might wish some of these photographs to be 
other than they are in order to fit my internal senses. I can be surprised 
by what they reveal, a bit like discovering the fish you’ve pulled out of 
the depths on your fishing pole.

Dennis Letbetter
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