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Left: Cloister of King 
John I at the Monastery 

of Batalha

Below: The town of 
Coimbra in the  

setting sun 
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Lisbon, the Algarve, Porto - all well-
known and popular places to visit in 
Portugal. But what about Coimbra, 
Batalha, Tomar and Alcobaça? The sites 
in the centre of Portugal are less well-

known, but just as spectacular, as I discovered on 
a visit that took in monasteries, prehistoric rock 
carvings, castles and a palace. Welcome to  a small 
part of what Central Portugal has to offer!

Central Portugal covers the region sandwiched 
between Porto and Lisbon. Therefore it is easy to 
reach with flights into either city, and then a car 
can be hired to easily get around. It goes without 
saying that the region also has its own beaches 
and national park areas with wonderful outdoor 
biking and hiking opportunities, but I was here to 
investigate ancient ruins and buildings, together 
with some excellent food and wine. 

My first surprise came when we visited the 
prehistoric rock carvings in the Coa Valley. An 
open-air Paleolithic archaeological site, the 
engravings were only discovered in the 1990s, 
during construction for a dam in the Coa River. 
There are thousands of drawings of horses, cows, 
bulls and other unidentified animals and human 
figures too. You can only visit the site with a guide 
so do make arrangements accordingly. The first 
engravings are dated to 22,000 years ago and you 
can see how later artists drew over the original 
pictures. The Park was designated a UNESCO 
World Heritage site in 1998, and in 2010, a fantastic 
new museum opened near the mouth of the Coa 
River. They like to say it celebrates the meeting 
point of two world heritage listings in one region: I 
was thinking perhaps rock art and Roman remains 
- but it turned out to be rock art and the Douro 
wine region - naturally just as important when 
exploring ancient sites. We stayed in the old village 

of Castelo Rodrigo on our first evening, and in the 
morning had time to explore the castle here before 
hurrying on to Coimbra. The castle was built by 
King Alfonso IX of Léon to protect the medieval 
village. Strategically placed along the Coa River it 
saw many changes of ownership between Léon and 
Portugal over the centuries.

Leaving picturesque Castelo Rodrigo behind, 
we travelled on to Coimbra, which reminded 
me of Porto, with its roof tops surging up from 
the Mondego river to the top of the nearby hill. 

The region also has its own beaches and national 
park areas with wonderful outdoor biking and hiking 
opportunities, but I was here to investigate ancient 
ruins and buildings, together with some excellent 

food and wine

There was a Roman settlement here, Aeminum, 
and there is an aqueduct and cryptoporticus left 
from this period. Coimbra was the capital of the 
Kingdom of Portugal between 1131 and 1255 and in 
1290, the University was established here, which 
helped turn the city into a major cultural centre. 
The University is the oldest academic institution 
in the Portuguese speaking world and in 2013 its 
historical buildings were classified as a UNESCO 
World Heritage site. 

The university was founded originally in Lisbon 
by King Denis I, and would relocate to Coimbra a 
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The area between Porto and Lisbon is often overlooked in favour of the 
capital, the north or even the Algarve. But Central Portugal is full of 

UNESCO world heritage monasteries, castles, cave art and palaces as well as 
beautiful scenery and wine. Matilda Hickson went to explore 

  
Central Portugal

Monaster ies, casltes & cave art:
discover ing
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number of times, before finally settling here in 1537. 
A tour of its historical buildings is a must, and often 
starts from the square in front of the main entrance 
to the University. Here there is a statue of King João 
III who was responsible for basing the University 
permanently in Coimbra. The first facilities to be 
created were of Arts, Law, Canon Law and Medicine. 
Our guide explained how every noble family was 
required to send one son to the University, so the 
ruling families of the country would therefore be 
educated in the same manner, ideas and ideology. 

Buildings of note here include Saint Michael’s 
Chapel, started in 1517 and finished in 1739. It 
has some impressive tile work and a beautiful 
painted ceiling. Not a great fan of the Baroque 
period, it was hard not to be impressed, however, 
by the Joanina library, complete with secret 
staircases. There are 200,000 books here, all in 
perfect condition thanks to its perfect vault-like 
atmosphere (the walls are between 2-11 cm thick) 
and the door is made of teak, which lets the 
building maintain a perfect temperature. There 
is also a colony of bats that keep the insects away.  
Each night, the bookshelves are covered with 
leather to protect the books and each morning all 
the bat droppings are cleared away. 

There is much to see in Coimbra, and so at 
least a couple of days should be spent here. The 
Monastery of Santa Cruz is the burial place of 
the first two Kings of Portugal and so is granted 
the status of National Pantheon. Other churches 
included the Gothic ruins of the Monastery of 
Santa Clara and you can see knights buried in the 

Church of São Tiago. There are narrow, engaging 
streets to enjoy, often with fantastic art pieces, 
and don’t miss the Machado de Castro Museum, 
which is one of the most important art museums 
in Portugal. Housed in a former Bishop’s Palace, 
dating to the Middle Ages, it is also on the site 
of the ancient Roman forum, and you can find 
the Roman cryptoporticus on the lowest floor of 
the museum. The museum was named after the 
Portuguese sculptor, Joaquim Machado de Castro, 
and first opened in 1913. It has recently been 
renovated and was awarded the Piranesi/Prix de 
Rome Prize in 2014. Allow yourself enough time to 
enjoy the ancient artefacts as well as the paintings 
and sculpture on display.

 
Batalha Monastery
The monastery at Batalha is billed as the best 
example of Gothic (mixed with a little Manueline) 
architecture in the whole of Portugal. And it doesn’t 
disappoint. Built to commemorate the Battle of 
Aljubarrota in 1385, the battle saw King John I 
of Portugal pitted against King John I of Castile. 
A decisive victory for the Portuguese heralded 
independence and the founding of a new dynasty, 
the House of Aviz. The Monastery of Saint Mary 
of the Victory was therefore started in 1386 and 
finished in 1517. King John is buried here, in the 
Founder’s Chapel attached to the church, along with 
his wife, Philippa of Lancaster, and several of their 
sons. The marriage of John and Philippa secured 
the Treaty of Windsor, a long-lasting Portuguese-
English alliance, which continued through the 
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Clockwise from top left: Prehistoric cave art in the Coa Valley;  João de 
Ruão, Deposition of Christ, 1535-1540 in the Machado de Castro Museum 

in Coimbra; Street art in Coimbra by the Portuguese artist, Samina, made 
with stencils; A magnificent lunch was had at the Sapientia Boutique 

Hotel; The tomb of King John and Philippa of Lancaster at Batalha 
Monastery; Interior of the magnificent library at the University of 

Coimbra, where bats protect the books 
Right: The courtyard of the old royal palace of Coimbra, which is now 

part of the University. Images: © C. Gibson unless otherwise stated
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Alcobaça Monastery
A new day sees us exploring another monastery, 
this time in the town of Alcobaça. Although it has 
been raining on the way there, it suddenly stops 
so we can admire the slightly strange view in front 
of us, of a Gothic monastery with 18th-century 
extensions on either side. Given as a gift to Bernard 
of Clairvaux (who started the Cistercian order as 
a breakaway from the Benedictine monks) in 1153 
by King Alfonso Henriques, it is therefore one of 
the first Gothic buildings in Portugal, and one of 
the most important medieval monasteries in the 
country. The gift came after the King’s conquest 
of the city of Santarém from the Moors in March 
1147. Work didn’t start on the church until 1178 and 
wasn’t finished until 1252.

The monastery has a lovely cloister, known as 
the Cloister of Silence, sponsored by King Denis I 

(he of the University founding fame). It also used 
to have a magnificent library where the monks 
worked on beautiful illuminated manuscripts. 
Sadly many of these were destroyed or looted by 
Napoleon’s troops, and what remained is now kept 
in the National Library in Lisbon. Due to the close 
affiliation with royalty, a number of Portuguese 
kings and queens are buried here, including the ill- 
fated King Pedro and his mistress Ines de Castro. 
Their story is immortalised in many Portuguese 
poems and plays, as she was murdered on orders of 
Pedro’s father, King Alfonso IV, as he didn’t think 
her suitable to be a queen. When Pedro came to 
the throne, it is said that he had Ines exhumed, 
dressed up and had his court swear their allegiance 
to her as the rightful queen. Her tomb can be 
found opposite Pedro in the church - both are 
carved with scenes from their lives and the most 

Clockwise from top left 
(all images Alcobaça 
Monastery): The church 
of the Monastery 
is flanked by 18th-
century extensions; 
A detail from the 
exquisitely carved 
tomb of King Pedro; 
Medieval engraving; The 
soaring interior of the 
Cathedral; The elaborate 
Reader’s Pulpit in the 
refectory, where the 
monks would read aloud 
from sacred texts during 
meals
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Napoleonic Wars and was responsible for Portugal’s 
neutrality in World War II. 

The monastery was built over the reigns of seven 
kings and had 15 architects. It was destroyed by 
Napoleonic troops in 1810 and left in ruins, but was 
restored in 1840 by King Ferdinand II and became 
a national monument in 1907, a museum in 
1980, and in 1983 was added as a UNESCO World 
Heritage site. It is home to the oldest stained glass 
windows in Portugal made by German craftsmen. 
Note that in the Chapter Room there is no central 
pillar supporting the roof. There are tombs of 
two unknown soldiers from WWI here which are 
acknowledged by a permanent Guard of Honour.

 
Almourol Castle
If castles are your thing, then don’t miss a chance to 
explore the medieval castle of Almourol, which is on 

a small island in the middle of the Tagus River, near 
the town of Vila Nova da Barquinha. A relatively 
small castle, it was part of the defensive line 
controlled by the Knights Templar, and although 
excavations have discovered Roman remains on the 
site, it is not clear when the first structure was built. 
In the 1940-50s it was used as an official residence 
of the Portuguese Republic - and it was during 
this period that the crenellations and bartizans 
were added, changing its basic appearance. Access 
is by boat, but having just missed it and with no 
indication when it might return, we sneaked around 
the back and hopped across the river at a narrow 
point and stormed the keep that way. Refreshingly 
unperturbed by health and safety issues, you can 
scramble up old staircases to admire the view from 
the top walkways, while trying to avoid plunging ten 
metres to the ground below. 

Clockwise from top left:  
The Gothic Monastery of 

Batalha; Angels on the 
roof of the Sacristy vault 

at Batalha Monastery, 
dating c.1430. One angel 
is holding the shield of 
King John I; The castle 

of Almourol; Stained 
glass window through 

a doorway at Batalha 
Monastery
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Travel Information
You can fly to either Porto or Lisbon airports 
to reach the area of central Portugal. TAP Air 

Portugal operates 100 direct weekly flights 
from various airports in the UK to Lisbon and 

Porto in the summer. They also offer direct 
fights from America and Canada and other 

European capitals. 
To see the most sites and cover the area easily, 
a car is the best way to get around. But if you 

prefer to be looked after, then Madomis Tours, 
www.madomistours.pt are recommended.

Casa da Cisterna in the old city of Castelo 
Rodrigo offers super hospitality, and the 

owner, Ana, is also a guide for the Coa Valley. 
So you can combine somewhere to stay with 

seeing the prehistoric rock carvings.  
See www.casadacisterna.com 

For more information visit 
www.visitPortugal.com  

Matilda travelled to central Portugal as a 
guest of the Central Portugal Tourist Board

www.centerofportugal.com and TAP 
airlines www.flytap.com

Don’t miss the stunning window of the Chapter House on your way 
around. Known as the Capitulum Window, you can see it from the Saint 
Barbara Cloister in the western facade of the nave (there are eight cloisters 
altogether, built during the 15th-16th centuries), and it is noted as a 
masterpiece of Manueline decoration and full of typical Manueline and 
maritime motifs. These include various buoys, ropes and wood as well as 
Order insignia - the heraldic cross, the armillary sphere, the kingdom’s coat 
of arms. The human figure right at the bottom is the designer, Diogo de 
Arruda. The entrance to the Convent church is also Maueline style. 

Óbidos
Finally, if you are a book lover, then Óbidos is the town for you. There is 
a large castle here, beautiful tiled churches and city walls to explore, but 
I have to admit that on this day, it was the churches that had been turned 
into book shops, the hotels and guest houses that were all about books 
and the grocer shops that sold you books with your vegetables that had my 
attention. The Portuguese delicacy of Ginja de Óbidos (alcohol in chocolate 
cups) also went down well. The town also has its very own chocolate festival 
in May each year.

There is an enormous amount to explore and discover in this central 
region of Portugal, and I would strongly urge you to leave the delights of 
Lisbon, Porto or the Algarve to one side, and take the time to discover this 
fascinating area too. You won’t be disappointed. 

UNESCO SITES IN PORTUGAL

The 15 UNESCO World Heritage Sites are listed 
alphabetically below with the year they were inscribed: 

Alto Douro Wine Region (2001)
Central Zone of the Town of Angra do Heroismo in the 

Azores (1983) 
Convent of Christ in Tomar (1983)
Cultural Landscape of Sintra (1995)

Garrison Border Town of Elvas and its Fortifications (2012)
Historic Centre of Évora (1986)

Historic Centre of Guimarães (2001)
Historic Centre of Oporto, Luiz I Bridge and Monastery of 

Serra do Pilar (1996)
Landscape of the Pico Island Vineyard Culture (2004)

Laurisilva of Madeira (1999)
Monastery of Alcobaça (1989)
Monastery of Batalha (1983)

Monastery of the Hieronymites and Tower of Belém in 
Lisbon (1983)

Prehistoric Rock Art Sites in the Côa Valley and Siega 
Verde (1998, 2010)

University of Coimbra – Alta and Sofia (2013)

Above, clockwise from top left: The skyline of Óbidos; Bookshops can be 
found everywhere (hotels, grocery stores or churches); Óbidos Castle 

exquisite angels on top of the tombs. Don’t miss 
the beautiful chapter house with its vaulted ceiling 
(there is a small parlour to the side of this room 
which was the only place where the monks could 
speak to each other), and the kitchen with the 
most enormous chimney and sink ever seen (built 
in the mid-18th century). The monastery is also a 
UNESCO World Heritage site. 

Tomar Castle
Tomar Castle and its Convent of Christ is the sort 
of place that will make your heart sing if you love 
Templar history. Set above the town of Tomar, the 
convent was originally founded by the Templar 
Knights in 1118, and the castle dates to 1160 with the 
stunning round church built mid 12th century and 
is said to be modelled on the Dome of the Rock in 
Jerusalem. Around 1190 the castle was encircled but 
resisted the Moorish armies, and late in the 13th 
century it became the official seat of the Templars 
and an integral part of the resistance to the invading 
Moorish armies. However, following the dissolution 
of the Templar Knights in 1319, it eventually became 
the seat of a new order, The Order of Christ. 

The round church is totally stunning. The 
paintings and sculptures that you see now were 
done in the late Gothic and Manueline period, 
added during a renovation sponsored by King 
Manuel I starting in 1499. (Manuel I also gives his 
name to a style which is a mix of late Gothic and 

Renaissance and called the Manueline style.) If you 
look at the top of the columns, the capitals are still 
original Romanesque in style, with animals and 
floral motifs and there is a Romanesque depiction 
of Daniel in the Lion’s Den on one of the walls too. 
King Manuel I also rebuilt the nave in 1510, which 
had originally been added to the church in the 
time of Henry the Navigator.

Top: Tomar Castle and 
round church

Above, left: Interior of 
the round church
Above, right: The 

Capitulum Window at 
the Convent of Christ, 

Tomar
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