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The Heart of Lisbon
Kalaf Epalanga, the poet and vocalist of the Portuguese-Angolan music  

group Buraka Som Sistema, shares the secrets of the Baixa neighborhood.

L ISBON’S DOWNTOWN DISTRICT 
of Baixa, where I live, was con-
structed after the 1755 earthquake 
that nearly flattened the city. When 

the area was rebuilt, it was given a clean, geo-
metric layout—considered one of Europe’s ear-
liest examples of urban planning—and most of 
its buildings were built in a new “Pombaline” 
style marked by arched doorways, tall win-
dows, and shallow balconies. Many of these 
buildings are still standing today, making the 
neighborhood feel elegant and grand. 

I moved to Portugal from my birthplace, 
Angola, back in 1995 and settled here in 1998, 
the year of the Lisbon Expo and perhaps 
the most optimistic time in Lisbon’s recent 
history. I was 20 and pursuing my dream of 

becoming a poet and musician, and I wanted 
to be close to the jazz scene and the electronic 
music movement that was blooming in the 
city at the time. I wanted to wander the same 
haunts where the Orpheu generation of writ-
ers, including the poet Fernando Pessoa, spent 
their days in the early 20th century. Thanks  
to this illustrious literary past, the squares and 
the cafés of Baixa were like living museums  
to me. They were places where I could sit with 
my notebook and craft poems about the city’s 
past, present, and future. 

Baixa feels like a village where everyone 
knows each other. In my early days in Lisbon, 
I’d often stroll from Rua Augusta to Rua da 
Atalaia to meet my friends, and we’d eat our 
way through plate after plate of prawn rissoles 

at Matilde, our go-to spot for simple and cheap 
Portuguese fare, while my friends discussed 
the SL Benfica football team’s latest woes or 
the infinite possibilities of European Union 
grants. That was the old, romantic Baixa that 
opened its arms to me.

The recent tourism boom has brought a 
different dynamic to the neighborhood. And 
the economic crisis also added new kinds of 
businesses, as locals were forced to come up 
with new ways to make a living. Thanks to 
the inspiring creativity of Lisboetas, the area 
is booming with business, and chef-centric 
restaurants such as Topo have popped up all 
over. As much as I like its literary past, I love 
that this new life of Baixa and its village feel 
have blended so beautifully.  

WHO
Kalaf Epalanga

WHERE
Baixa, Lisbon
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2. FÁBRICA LISBOA
“This cozy bakery makes the best croissants 
in town. Fábrica Lisboa also serves sand-
wiches, a variety of salads, and soups such 
as caldo verde—ideal for a light lunch.” 
121 Rua da Madalena, fabricalisboa.com

3. O BOM O MAU E O VILÃO
“Named for Sergio Leone’s classic film, The 
Good, the Bad and the Ugly, the cocktail 
lounge is more than a place for drinks—it 
also hosts live music and film screenings.” 
21 Rua do Alecrim

1. O CANTINHO DO AZIZ
“Founded by a Mozambican man who 
arrived here in the 1980s, the restaurant 
is an institution serving specialties from 
Portuguese-speaking African countries.” 
5 Rua de São Lourenço
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5. MANUEL TAVARES
“This wine store and delicatessen was 
founded in 1860. The staff offers the best 
tips on pairing Douro reds and Madeiras 
and can ship bottles home for you.” 
1-A/B Rua da Betesga, manueltavares.pt

6. TASCA KOME
“Tascas are taverns serving simple, inex-
pensive meals. Here, Yuko Yamamoto, a 
young expat, serves food you’d find in the 
countryside of Japan.”
57 Rua da Madalena, kome-lisboa.com

7. PALACETE CHAFARIZ DEL REI
“A neo-Moorish palace built at the turn of 
the 20th century is now a boutique hotel.  
I visit in the mornings for the lavish break-
fast spreads and teas from the Azores.” 
6 Tv. Chafariz del Rei, chafarizdelrei.com

8. FRAGOLETO
“Manuela Carabina left a job in advertising 
to learn the art of ice cream–making in Italy, 
then returned to open Fragoleto. Seasonal 
flavors include lemon-basil and walnut-fig.” 
61 Rua da Prata

4. TOPO
“On the sixth floor of a small shopping 
center, chef Miguel Simoes de Almeida 
prepares Portuguese dishes with a modern 
and global twist—try the alheira croquettes.”
Centro Comercial, Praça Martim Moniz

9. TRIBAL URBANO
“A streetwear shop doubles as a hangout for 
young skateboarders. It’s fascinating to get 
a glimpse of the local culture here, and they 
sell everything from sneakers to boards.” 
232 Rua da Madalena, tribalurbano.com

Plan your trip  
to Lisbon at  

afar.com/visit/
lisbon


