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Love Nests: Mysteries of Lisbon

by John Powers 

You won’t see a more brilliant piece of filmmaking this year than Mysteries of Lisbon. 
Adapted from a Dickens-on-LSD 1854 novel by Portuguese writer Camilo Castelo Branco, 
Raúl Ruiz’s ravishing film takes the costume drama to a whole new level of refinement. The 
clothing, the locations, and the photography are all gorgeous, as are most of the actors. But 
the movie also offers the tempestuous delights of a potboiler. With settings ranging from 
Lisbon to Paris to Italy and Brazil, this is a tale bursting with romance and prostitution, 
volcanic passion and bloody murder, shifting identities and stories nested like Matryoshka 
dolls. Heck, there’s even a pirate. 

Trying to summarize this kaleidoscopic yarn—it runs over four hours—would be futile. 
Suffice it to say that Mysteries of Lisbon begins with fourteen-year-old João (João Luis 
Arrayas) who lives in a church orphanage led by Father Dinis (Adriano Luz). Born of aristo 
adultery, João dreams of one day meeting his mother, Ânglea, the Countess of Santa Barbara 
(Maria João Bastas), locked up by her domineering count (Albano Jerónimo). Eventually 
he does meet her, and she tells her story, beginning a cycle in which, over the course of the 
film, each of the characters I’ve mentioned—plus a slew of others—tell their own stories in a 
widening circle of love and betrayal. Now a couple of the yarns are, to my mind, less exciting 
than the others, and at moments you may wonder if all these proliferating tales add up to 
anything. They do.  By the time João learns the full truth, the the individual stories come 
together like a string of pearls, offering a vision of an entire society, beautiful and corrupt, 
where nobility and baseness dance hand in hand. 

If you’re like most people, you may not have heard of Ruiz, a Chilean surrealist forced to flee 
his home country after the 1973 military coup. Working out of Paris, he’s made scores of 
films, some of them arresting but baffling, some laughable but fun (check out Klimt with John 
Malkovich), some literally unwatchable. I may have walked out of more of Ruiz’s movies 
than any other director’s. But when he’s good, he’s staggeringly good. His 1999 film, Marcel 
Proust’s Time Regained, a poetic distillation of an entire fictional universe, is one of the 
greatest literary adaptations of all time. So is Mysteries of Lisbon, which moment after 
moment, shot after shot, shows a level of attention to detail that is never less than magisterial. 
Every location is perfect. Every camera placement is perfect. Every performance is perfect. 
Okay, okay, I admit that I’m not wild about the opening shot. But that would be quibbling. 


