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					Azulejos were originally introduced to the Iberian Peninsula by the Moors, however it wasn’t until the sixteenth century that the colorful ceramic tiles gained widespread popularity in Portugal. Throughout the centuries that followed, the Portuguese have used them more imaginatively and consistently than any other country.

				
			
			Located at the mouth of the Tagus River, Portugal’s cosmopolitan capital is home to pastel-colored neighborhoods, winding cobblestone streets, and a buzzing cultural scene. Once the launch point of the Age of Discovery, Lisbon is a city steeped in history, a vibrant jewel on the Atlantic coastline. On the morning of All Saints’ Day, November 1, 1755, a catastrophic earthquake rocked Portugal’s capital city, triggering tsunamis and fires, and demolishing more than twelve thousand homes, as well as public buildings and historical landmarks. In rebuilding the city, it did away with frivolity. The ornate Gothic style—now reduced to rubble—was relegated to the past, and the Marquês de Pombal, chief minister to the king, rebuilt downtown Lisbon on a grid plan, with broad Neoclassical avenues and generous public squares designed to withstand future earthquakes.

			Thanks to the red-eye flight from Boston, I usually land in Lisbon just before sunrise, ready to hit the cobblestone streets with my camera gear strapped on and sneakers laced for the steep, sloping miles I intend to cover over the course of the day. As the first rays of sun break the horizon, the warm morning light illuminates the tiled buildings of downtown and casts the entire city in a dreamlike glow. I appreciate how light and shadow shift across the azulejos throughout the day, and you’ll see many stunning tile examples on these pages, ranging from classic geometric patterns and detailed murals to contemporary motifs and ornate works of public art. For first-time visitors to the country, I recommend beginning your trip at the National Tile Museum (Museu Nacional do Azulejo) so that as you travel throughout the country, you can fully appreciate the artistry of the tilework and understand its cultural significance.

			Lisbon’s Convento de Madre de Deus, which was founded in 1509, became the centerpiece of the Museu Nacional do Azulejo, a museum dedicated to preserving the history and craftsmanship from around Portugal. Its collection of historically significant azulejos dates from the fifteenth century—with illustrious murals such as the Nossa Senhora da Vida and Moses and the Burning Bush—to the present day, with works from Maria Keil and Carlos Botelho. Within the museum, the chapel dedicated to Santo António, considered to be the patron saint of Lisbon, is a beautifully preserved example of Portuguese Baroque splendor, with gilded and carved wood, paintings by André Gonçalves, and exquisitely maintained tile panels. One of the museum’s highlights is the Great View of Lisbon panoramic mural, which was crafted in the early 1700s from 1,300 blue-and-white tiles and depicts the cityscape before it was forever altered by the great earthquake.

			Farther north, Porto, the country’s second-largest city, was surprisingly unscathed by the violent quake, and so the city remained intact, and still today offers stunning examples of Baroque, Gothic, and Romanesque structures. Towering churches dot the skyline, while houses with red-tiled roofs tumble down the steep hills toward the banks of the Douro River, where flat-bottomed rabelos, traditional Portuguese wooden cargo boats used to transport goods, meander downstream stacked with barrels of port wine. Compared to Lisbon, Porto has a grittier feel, thanks in part to the hardworking industry of the riverfront. It is also home to some of the oldest and most well-preserved tiled facades in Europe, and in contrast, stunning modern architectural sights such as Casa da Música. Don’t miss São Bento Railway Station, Capela das Almas, and Igreja do Carmo, all striking examples of the blue-and-white azulejos that were popular during the Baroque era. The prevalence of royal blue used in azulejos is thought to originally stem from the ancient Islamic belief that the prized semiprecious stone lapis lazuli (“stone of the sky”) was connected with wisdom and power, hence its widespread use in the decorative arts of the time. From there, cobalt-blue glaze became popular in Islamic pottery and influenced future trends such as blue-and-white Ming dynasty–era Chinese porcelain and Dutch delftware.
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					The exterior of Igreja do Carmo in Porto features a tile mosaic that depicts the history of the Carmelite Order of the Roman Catholic Church.
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					[image: Above and following][image: ] At his atelier outside of Porto, Joaquim Pombal continues the rich tradition of azulejo artistry through his restoration of old tiles, hand-painted tilework, and contemporary mural, ceramic, and tilework.
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					Founded in 1968, Porches Pottery is dedicated to preserving the art of handmade, hand-painted pottery, which has a long and rich history in the Algarve region.
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					In the tiny town of Beringel in the Alentejo region, António Mestre continues his work as one of the few master potters in the country who still handcrafts wine amphorae.
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					Hand-painted terra-cotta dishes wait for their glaze firing at Olaria Patalim, a pottery workshop in São Pedro do Corval.
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					[image: Above and following][image: ] Though it was founded around 400 b.c., Tavira was largely reconstructed following the great earthquake of 1755, hence the historic streets lined with beautifully tiled eighteenth-century homes.
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					The Capela de São Sebastião, located in the Marechal Carmona Park in Cascais, dates back to the seventeenth century, although the tiles depicting the life and deeds of Saint Sebastian were added later in the twentieth century.
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					The tiled facade of Capela das Almas in Porto depicts scenes from the lives of the saints, including the martyrdom of its namesake, Saint Catherine. The chapel dates back to the eighteenth century, though the tilework was added in the early twentieth century.
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					Azulejos: A Brief History

					Azulejos—a word that was derived from the Arabic word az-zulayj, which means polished stone—were common in parts of the Iberian Peninsula that fell under Moorish rule, though the first known application of decorative ceramic tiles can be traced to ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia. The Moors favored simple ceramic tiles in neutral tones and Islamic geometric motifs. Artisans used the techniques of corda seca (filling in thick outlines of manganese oxide with various colors) and aresta (sculpting color wells directly into the tile).

					In the early sixteenth century, during his visit to Spain, the Portuguese king Manuel I became enamored with the tilework of the Alhambra in Granada and decided to have his palace in Sintra decorated with the same tiles, which he imported from Seville, a major center of the Hispano-Moresque tile industry. Portugal continued to import its azulejos from Spain, as well as Italy and Holland, until Flemish craftsmen settled in Lisbon in the late sixteenth century and brought with them knowledge of a technique known as faiança: an undecorated tile is first baked, then covered with an opaque glaze that acts as a canvas for the painted design before a second firing. As the rest of Europe turned its artistic attention to frescoes, oil paintings, and sculptures, Portuguese artisans continued mastering and developing their azulejo art form, moving on from geometric shapes to tiles that depicted people, animals, and flora and fauna from Portuguese folklore, as well as murals that told stories of seafaring conquests and religious tales.

					The golden age of azulejo art coincided with Portugal’s colonial expansion, and as wealth poured in from China, Brazil, Goa, and the East Indies, tile production reached a fervor. While tile art is not entirely unique to Portugal, no other country can match its abundance, relevance, artistry, and scope of applications. Here tiles are considered to be not only an art form but also an important construction material prized for their cooling properties.

					Enthusiasm for azulejos waxed and waned over time, surging back to popularity in the twentieth century through the work of prominent tile artists such as Maria Keil and Eduardo Nery. The popularity of azulejos has only increased in recent times, and a visit to the atelier of ceramic artist and painter Joaquim Pombal, located on the outskirts of Porto, illuminated the mastery and craftsmanship that goes into each tile. While Joaquim is dedicated to the conservation, restoration, and replication of historic azulejos, he is pushing the craft in a contemporary direction with his ceramic sculptures and home furnishings.
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					Lisbon’s historic Necessidades Palace, with its completely tiled kitchen and barrel vault ceilings, was once the official residence of the Braganza dynasty. The building now serves as headquarters of the Portuguese Foreign Ministry.
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					One of the main difficulties in studying facade tiles is determining their place of origin—many of the production factories have closed, and their catalogs and references have been lost to time. However, we can gain valuable insight from tardoz, marks that factories made on the back of tiles while the clay was still wet. Introduced in the early 1900s to certify the origin of the tiles, tardoz can be recovered from buildings where the tiles are missing or loose.
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					In the Museu Nacional do Azulejo restaurant, which is housed in the former
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			Resources

			The following books have served as both references and inspirations for my travels through Portugal and for this book:
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