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About the Author

Richard Zenith is an acclaimed translator and literary critic. His translations include Pessoa’s The Book of Disquiet and Fernando Pessoa and Co.: Selected Poems, which won the PEN Award for Poetry in Translation. The recipient of Portugal’s Pessoa Prize, Zenith lives in Lisbon.




PENGUIN BOOKS
PESSOA

‘A masterpiece of literary biography. Zenith’s achievement is extraordinary. By illuminating this elusive figure, Zenith has produced a work in some ways as astonishing as those of Pessoa himself’ John Gray, New Statesman

‘Knockout . . . wholly compelling’ Boyd Tonkin, Spectator, Books of the Year

‘Monumental . . . Zenith brought to the task a depth of scholarship gained through more than 30 years of publishing, translating and promoting his subject’s work; Pessoa, who had few intimates in life, is lucky to have found this posthumous friend . . . Pessoa really did build an entire city. It was a city that needed a guide. Thanks to Zenith, it has one at last’ Benjamin Moser, The New York Times

‘Monumental . . . To do justice to the magnitude and complexities of Pessoa, Zenith, a translator and literary critic, spent more than a decade collating material. The result is a tour de force’ Cláudia Pazos Alonso, The Times Literary Supplement

‘The success of Pessoa lies in Zenith’s panoramic approach and his skill in setting Pessoa’s orderly, insular way of life against the riotous backdrop of the early twentieth century . . . elegant, engaging prose that has the propulsive energy of a historical novel fuelled by the occasional jolt of surrealism’ Anahid Nersessian, NYRB

‘A portrait with bags of personality . . . Richard Zenith’s massive biography of the Portuguese writer who constructed numerous identities captures his tragicomic oddity’ Peter Conrad, Observer

‘A truly comprehensive representation of any one person is almost impossible. That very impossibility is largely what makes Richard Zenith’s biography of the Portuguese poet Fernando Pessoa so remarkable’ Alberto Manguel, Literary Review

‘Ingenious . . . with flashes of charm and wit’ Stuart Kelly, Spectator

‘Rich and illuminating . . . Zenith is consistently informed, witty, and attuned to surprising and satisfying connections’ Damion Searls, The New Republic

‘Erudite, sensitive and entertaining, this multi-faceted portrait pays its giant homage to a man who wasn’t there’ Boyd Tonkin, Financial Times

‘A gloriously labyrinthine biography . . . Zenith’s dynamic prose, deep erudition, and incisive readings of Pessoa’s poetry make for a meticulous portrait of one artist’s brilliant and bewildering inner world’ Publishers Weekly

‘Finally! A brilliant biography that places Pessoa where he should have always belonged, with Joyce, Proust, and Musil – true giants, none of whom were Nobel laureates’ André Aciman, author of Call Me By Your Name

‘Pessoa is a triumph of scholarship and verve that one cannot easily put down’ Antonio Damasio, author of Descartes’ Error

Richard Zenith is his genius biographer who has given Pessoa fresh life. No one on earth knows more about Pessoa. With its historical sweep and novelistic execution, this biography will never be bested’ William Giraldi, author of American Audacity

‘When you consider the fantastically vivid details of Fernando Pessoa’s curious life contained in this biography, and the energetic and elegant quality of the writing, you might wonder if this book is actually a just-discovered autobiography, written by one of Pessoa’s heteronyms, ‘Richard Zenith’. No one, it seems, could know so much or relate it so marvellously unless they had lived inside Pessoa’s head. Zenith’s Pessoa is magnificent’ Forrest Gander, author of Be With
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Dramatis Personae

Pessoa created dozens of fictional authors who peopled his written world and even, in a certain way, his very life. Some of them were enduring presences and dubbed “heteronyms,” while others quickly faded from the scene. This list—which the reader can consult as needed—includes most of the fictional authors mentioned in the following pages, where their roles and writings are described more fully. A heteronym mentioned in another author’s entry is in small caps.

A. L. R.

Known only by his initials, A. L. R. was listed as the translator and commentator of a Portuguese edition of The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a fraudulent document that purported to show how prominent Jews were plotting to destabilize and dominate the world. The Protocols was one of many books Pessoa hoped to publish at Olisipo, a small publishing house founded in 1921.

Giovanni B. Angioletti

This anti-Fascist Italian critic stole the identity of a real Milan-based literary critic named Giovanni Battista Angioletti (1896–1961) and exiled himself to Portugal. In an interview published by a Lisbon newspaper in the fall of 1926, he declared that Mussolini was a madman and described some of the deplorable aspects of his regime.

Charles Robert Anon

Active between late 1903 and 1906, this was the first fictional author with an extensive literary output, both in poetry and prose, all in English. The Natal Mercury (Durban) published one of his poems in July 1904 but rejected three sonnets submitted to the newspaper a year later. He accompanied Pessoa back to Lisbon in the fall of 1905.

Dr. Faustino Antunes

This psychiatrist wrote letters in 1907 to at least three people Pessoa had known in Durban, requesting confidential information about the character and behavior of his client (Pessoa), who had developed serious mental problems after leaving South Africa.

W. W. Austin

Austin lived for a time in Australia, where he met KARL P. EFFIELD, who was working as a miner. Austin sent Effield’s “The Miner’s Song,” along with a cover letter, to The Natal Mercury (Durban).

Raphael Baldaya

Endowed with a long beard and fluent in English as well as Portuguese, this student of astrology and the occult received his first writing assignments toward the end of 1914 or in the beginning of 1915. Pessoa later drew up plans (never realized) to sell Baldaya horoscopes by mail.

Pero Botelho

An author of short stories and letters dating from around 1913.

Alberto Caeiro

Born in Lisbon on April 16, 1889, Alberto Caeiro da Silva lived with a great-aunt in a white house in the country, northeast of Lisbon, and died from tuberculosis in 1915. A poet with little formal education who believed that things are exactly what they seem to be, Caeiro loomed into existence in March 1914 and was immediately recognized by Pessoa as his “master.” He was also the master of ÁLVARO DE CAMPOS and RICARDO REIS. Besides The Keeper of Sheep, which contains forty-nine poems, Caeiro authored a smaller collection, The Shepherd in Love, as well as dozens of miscellaneous poems.

Álvaro de Campos

The liveliest, most opinionated, and most prolific of the heteronyms, Álvaro de Campos emerged in 1914 some three months after ALBERTO CAEIRO. Born on October 15, 1890, in Tavira, the town in the Algarve where Pessoa’s paternal relatives were concentrated, Campos studied engineering in Scotland, journeyed to the Far East, lived for a time in London, worked as a naval engineer in northern England, and eventually settled in Lisbon. He was sexually attracted to men as well as women, and complained that no matter how much he saw, felt, and tasted, he needed to see, feel, and taste still more. Besides poetry, he wrote and published provocative prose texts in which he sometimes took issue with the views of Fernando Pessoa.

J. G. Henderson Carr

Carr colluded with TAGUS to help him win the Puzzle Prize. He was slated to author some “Essays on Reason,” but these never materialized.

João Craveiro

An author of political commentary intended for a magazine that Pessoa vaguely thought of launching in 1918.

A. A. Crosse

A competitor in the word games published by various English newspapers.

I. I. Crosse

This English critic wrote favorably about the poetry of ALBERTO CAEIRO and ÁLVARO DE CAMPOS.

Thomas Crosse

Created around 1916, Thomas Crosse wrote essays on Portuguese history, Portuguese literature, and other topics for the English-speaking world. He was also scheduled to translate the Complete Poems of Alberto Caeiro; although he failed at this task, he did write a few pages for the “Translator’s Preface.”

Karl P. Effield

Pessoa’s first fictional author to write in English and the first to sign a poem published in a real newspaper, The Natal Mercury (Durban), in July 1903. Born in Boston, Massachusetts, Effield traveled to east Asia and Australia.

Horace James Faber

An author of detective stories and an occasional co-author with CHARLES ROBERT ANON in Durban.

Gaveston

Pessoa’s papers from 1904 to 1910 contain dozens of signatures for this mysterious personage—linked by his creator to Piers Gaveston (1284–1312), the favorite of Britain’s King Edward II—but he signed no literary works.

Vicente Guedes

Conceived in 1909, around the same time as JOAQUIM MOURA-COSTA and CARLOS OTTO, Guedes was a poet, short story writer, and translator for the unsuccessful Ibis press, which folded in the summer of 1910. In 1914 Guedes would be designated the author of The Book of Disquiet, a job he held until 1920, when he dropped out of circulation.

Sher Henay

Henay’s task was to compile and introduce an English-language Sensationist Anthology, conceived in 1916. It was to include work by Pessoa and his sensationist compeers.

William Jinks

A friend of CHARLES ROBERT ANON and a quack promoter of healthy living, he somehow ended up in a London jail, where in April 1905 he wrote a letter in English full of comical misspellings.

Eduardo Lança

Supposedly born in Brazil, in 1875, Lança moved as an adult to Portugal, where he began publishing poetry and prose. A couple of his poems were included in Pessoa’s homemade newspaper The Tattler in 1902.

Maria José

A nineteen-year-old hunchback who suffered from tuberculosis and crippling arthritis, Maria José spent her days next to a first-floor window and felt her heart flutter each time Senhor António, a handsome metalworker, passed by on his way to or from work. While she had no intention of sending it, she wrote him a long and poignant letter, dating from 1929 or 1930, in which she described her pathetic existence and her ardent feeling of love.

Friar Maurice

Beset by doubts as to whether God actually exists, this monk—who wrote prose passages for The Book of Friar Maurice—was a disquieting presence in the real-world life of Pessoa, according to an autobiographical text dating from 1907.

David Merrick

Invented in 1903, he was tasked with writing a novel, two volumes of short stories, a book of plays, and a poetry collection. His writing tasks floundered or were transferred to others.

Lucas Merrick

Presumably the brother of DAVID MERRICK, Lucas was supposed to write a number of short stories, but their authorship was passed on to SIDNEY PARKINSON STOOL and CHARLES ROBERT ANON.

António Mora

In a short story Pessoa began writing in 1909, Mora was a Greece-obsessed lunatic who wore a toga and lived in an asylum. The story languished, but six years later Mora was revived and became a heteronym who, together with RICARDO REIS, promoted a renewal of paganism in the modern world. He was also the author of a dissertation that favored Germany in the Great War.

Henry More

This astral spirit, whose earthly incarnation was Henry More the Cambridge Platonist (1614–1687), began communicating with Pessoa through automatic writing in 1916.

Joaquim Moura-Costa

Moura-Costa wrote satirical poems against the monarchy and the Catholic Church for two newspapers that Pessoa hoped, but failed, to launch in 1910.

Dr. Gaudêncio Nabos

A jokester and the author of humorous poems and sketches, Nabos (“Turnips”) wrote in English when he first emerged in Durban in 1904, but later wrote in Portuguese as well. He practiced medicine for several years in London, and it was from that city that he sent a long letter to Pessoa in 1906. Nabos remained active until around 1914.

Carlos Otto

Created in 1909 to be a contributor to the newspapers Pessoa planned to launch the following year, Otto, besides poetizing and translating, wrote a treatise on wrestling.

Dr. Pancrácio

The author of six poems and two epigrams appearing in Pessoa’s make-believe newspapers, between 1902 and 1905.

Pantaleão

Pantaleão was created in 1908 as a Portuguese author of political essays, fictional letters, maxims, and reflections.

Chevalier de Pas

Pessoa, when just five or six years old, wrote letters to himself in the name of this French knight, one of his imaginary childhood companions.

Fernando Pessoa

The persona bearing Pessoa’s own name had various “subpersonalities,” according to the poet, and was just as much a fingidor (feigner, forger, pretender) as the heteronyms.

Pip

The author of a poem “published” in the homemade newspaper The Tattler when Pessoa was thirteen years old.

Frederico Reis

The author of a critical appreciation of his brother Ricardo’s poetry, Frederico also drafted a pamphlet on the so-called Lisbon School of writers, which consisted of the three major heteronyms: ALBERTO CAEIRO, ÁLVARO DE CAMPOS, and RICARDO REIS.

Ricardo Reis

A writer of classical odes in the style of Horace, Ricardo Reis appeared in Pessoa in June 1914, a few days or weeks after ÁLVARO DE CAMPOS. Born in Porto on September 19, 1887, he studied medicine but became a high school Latin teacher, immigrated to Brazil in 1919, and was still living in the Americas, perhaps in Peru, when Pessoa died in 1935. In addition to his strictly metered odes, which counseled peaceful acceptance of whatever the gods ordain, he wrote essays defending a modern revival of paganism. He expounded at length on the genius of ALBERTO CAEIRO, his much admired master, but sparred with ÁLVARO DE CAMPOS on various literary matters.

Alexander Search

Born in Lisbon on the same day as Fernando Pessoa, Search emerged in 1906 and soon supplanted CHARLES ROBERT ANON as Pessoa’s major English-language heteronym. Active until 1910, he would sign well over a hundred poems, including many that were written between 1903 and 1905 and originally credited to Anon. Search also authored a short story, “A Very Original Dinner,” as well as various essays.

Charles James Search

The older brother of ALEXANDER SEARCH, Charles was born on April 18, 1886. He emerged in 1908 as a translator of (mostly) Portuguese literature into English.

Jean Seul de Méluret

Pessoa’s only French heteronym was born on August 1, 1885. He emerged in 1908 as the author of three somewhat satirical, somewhat serious essays about sexual depravity in France.

Bernardo Soares

Fleetingly mentioned in 1920 as a short story writer, the name of Bernardo Soares disappeared forthwith but would resurface in 1929 as the author of The Book of Disquiet. Pessoa’s notes indicate that passages from The Book written in the 1910s and originally credited to VICENTE GUEDES now became the literary property of Soares, who worked as an assistant bookkeeper in downtown Lisbon, on Rua dos Douradores. A man of solitary habits, he lived in a fourth-floor rented room on the same street.

Sidney Parkinson Stool

A failed writer, invented in Durban in 1903, he participated in Pessoa’s virtual sporting activities and would eventually immigrate to Washington, D.C.

Tagus

An inventor and solver of riddles, he won the Puzzle Column Prize, awarded by The Natal Mercury (Durban) in December 1903.

Baron of Teive

The 14th Baron of Teive, who came into existence in a notebook used by Pessoa in 1928, lived on a country estate in Portugal but had spent time in Paris, where he fought a duel with a French marquis. Frustrated by his timidity with women and even more so by his shortcomings as a writer, he set fire to all his literary works and committed suicide, but not before writing one final, rambling work in which he explained his motives.

Voodooist

HENRY MORE and WARDOUR struggled to protect Pessoa from this malefic spirit, lest his communications lead their disciple astray.

Wardour

Like HENRY MORE, this astral communicator sent messages predicting that Pessoa would meet and mate with one or another woman. On at least one occasion he also acted as a poetry coach.

Frederick Wyatt

An Englishman who resided in Lisbon and whose eccentric manner of dressing elicited smiles from passersby, Wyatt emerged in 1913. By the following year he was credited as the author of twenty-one English poems previously signed by ALEXANDER SEARCH.




Notes to the Reader

THE PORTUGUESE COUNT FLOORS IN BUILDINGS IN THE TRADITIONAL European manner: “first floor” corresponds to what is called the second floor in the United States, Canada, and some other countries, “second floor” corresponds to the third floor, and so forth.

Quotations from Pessoa’s writings in English retain his British spelling.

Generally, Portuguese proper names are spelled according to current national usage. One notable exception is the first name of Pessoa’s only sweetheart. Born Ophelia Queiroz, she began to sign herself Ofelia after Portugal introduced a phonetic spelling reform, in 1911. Nowadays her name is written with an accent: Ofélia. Pessoa rejected the spelling reform and wrote his love letters to “Ophelia,” which is how her name appears in this book.

Some Portuguese people use a compound surname, typically formed by one surname from each parent (Eça de Queiroz) or else by two surnames inherited from the father (Almada Negreiros). While the text that follows respects these compounds, the index and bibliography list people by the very last of the names they used, except where there is a hyphen (Sá-Carneiro).

In prose quotations, bracketed ellipses indicate my abridgement; any unbracketed ellipses are in the original.

Except where indicated, all translations are my own.
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Prologue

WHEN THE EVER ELUSIVE FERNANDO PESSOA died in Lisbon, in the fall of 1935, few people in Portugal realized what a great writer they had lost. None of them had any idea what the world was going to gain: one of the richest and strangest bodies of literature produced in the twentieth century. Although Pessoa lived to write and aspired, like poets from Ovid to Walt Whitman, to literary immortality, he kept his ambitions in the closet, along with the larger part of his literary universe. He had published only one book of his Portuguese poetry, Mensagem (Message), with forty-four poems, in 1934. It won a dubious prize from António Salazar’s autocratic regime, for poetic works denoting “a lofty sense of nationalist exaltation,” and dominated his literary résumé at the time of his death.

Some of Pessoa’s admirers—other poets, mostly—were baffled by the publication of Message, whose mystical vision of Portugal’s history and destiny seemed to rise up out of nowhere. In periodicals he had published other, very different kinds of poems, over half of which were signed by one of three alter egos, all of whom came into being in 1914, shortly before the outbreak of World War I. The first to emerge was Alberto Caeiro, an unlettered but philosophically minded man who lived in a simple white house in the country, where he wrote free-verse poems proclaiming that things must be seen for what they are, without interpretation. Ricardo Reis, a trained medical doctor and an ardent classicist, composed Horace-inspired odes recommending stoical acceptance of whatever the gods give us. A third bundle of force and feeling took shape as Álvaro de Campos, a dandyish naval engineer who traveled around the world, was charmed by young men as easily as by women, aspired to live to the extreme, and signed unbridled poems that vented his exalted sensations but betrayed, at the same time, his melancholy awareness that life, no matter how intensely he lived it, was never enough. Campos, the most restless of the three alter egos, could not be contained by the poetry section of magazines and newspapers. In interviews, articles, manifestos, and letters to the editor, he commented on politics and culture with caustic brio and took special delight in contradicting the logically laid out opinions of Fernando Pessoa, whom he mocked for his “mania of supposing that things can be proven.”1

Despite his assertive personality, Campos deferentially acknowledged Alberto Caeiro, the sublimely serene poet of nature, as his master. So did Dr. Reis. And so did Fernando Pessoa, who invented the prodigious trio, providing them all with biographies, individualized psychologies, religious and political points of view, and distinctive literary styles. Too radically different from him to be considered simple pseudonyms, as if only their names had changed, Pessoa called them “heteronyms,” and in a “Bibliographical Summary” of his works published in 1928 he explained the conceptual distinction: “Pseudonymous works are by the author in his own person, except in the name he signs; heteronymous works are by the author outside his own person. They proceed from a full-fledged individual created by him, like the lines spoken by a character in a drama he might write.”

Apart from his writer friends, hardly anyone had noticed the extraordinary diversity of Pessoa’s published poetry in Portuguese, most of which had appeared in literary journals with small print runs. And not even his friends, with one or two exceptions, had read his self-published chapbooks of poetry written in English. Pessoa, who was born in Lisbon in 1888 but spent nine years of his childhood and received most of his schooling in the British-governed town of Durban, South Africa, originally aspired to be an English poet, and his 35 Sonnets and Antinous: A Poem, both issued in 1918, garnered a favorable review in The Times Literary Supplement. The reviewer warned, however, that most English readers would deplore the subject matter of “Antinous,” in which the Emperor Hadrian fondly recalls the sensual love of his young male companion, who drowned in the Nile. The warning was unnecessary, since neither of the chapbooks was distributed in the United Kingdom, and they were ignored in Portugal, where the cultural elite read French, not English, as a second language.

Pessoa was also an occasional writer of literary criticism and opinion pieces on political and social issues. Quite a few people, at the time of his death, had never read any of his poems but knew his name very well, since he had caused a stir earlier that year with an audacious front-page article opposing a bill to ban Freemasonry, which Salazar’s puppet assembly would unanimously pass into law. And yet Pessoa, just one month before publishing his article, had won a government-sponsored prize for his book of “nationalist” poems. Whose side was he on? Nobody seemed to know for sure.

Even among his friends, whom he habitually met in Lisbon’s cafés, Pessoa, a resolute bachelor, was a bit of a mystery. He loved talking about literature, philosophy, politics, and religion, but about his personal life he was not forthcoming. Rarely did he invite anyone to his apartment, where he was rumored to have a large wooden trunk full of hundreds, maybe thousands, of unpublished poems and prose pieces.

✦

THE TRUNK INDEED EXISTED, and some ten years after Pessoa’s death more than three hundred of the poems it contained found their way into a handsome edition of his poetry, with separate volumes for Alberto Caeiro, Ricardo Reis, Álvaro de Campos, and Fernando Pessoa himself. Since each of the three heteronyms boasted a large and exquisite body of work stylistically unlike the poetry of his fellow heteronyms or of Pessoa himself, one could say that Portugal’s four greatest poets from the twentieth century were Fernando Pessoa. But while some people were duly impressed by Pessoa’s feat of poetic self-division, or self-multiplication, his work was still not widely read. And the superabundant poet was a more mysterious figure than ever. Pessoa’s last name happens to be the Portuguese word for “person,” but there seemed to be no person there, just poems and personae.

A vivid picture of Pessoa the man finally materialized in 1950, in Portuguese, with the publication of a seven-hundred-page biography by João Gaspar Simões, a critic and former co-editor of the magazine Presença, where Pessoa had published several of his greatest poems, including “The Tobacco Shop” and “Autopsychography.” Gaspar Simões’s undertaking took readers by surprise, for it was still not clear to most of them that the poet merited such attention. In the book they learned for the first time about Pessoa’s turbulent childhood, marked by the deaths of his father and little brother, his mother’s second marriage, and the years he spent in South Africa; about his aborted career as a college student in Lisbon, his failed attempt to start a publishing house, and his freelance work drafting business correspondence in English and French; about his only sweetheart, Ophelia Queiroz, a secretary at one of the offices where he worked; about his interest in the occult and his meeting with Aleister Crowley, an English magus reviled in his home country as a minister of Satan; and about his literary life and friends.

Gaspar Simões also discussed Pessoa’s literary work, viewing it through a Freudian lens, and devoted separate chapters to each of the three heteronyms. Despite admiring their poetry, he deemed them symptomatic of the author’s inability or unwillingness to concentrate his entire self in the act of writing. The heteronyms, in his view, were a kind of subterfuge, or a gimmick. Ingenious instruments for producing some undeniably seductive literature, they were ultimately a sign of the author’s limitations. Perhaps this is a defensible thesis, but if the heteronyms were a gimmick, then Pessoa’s very personality was defined by gimmickry. What the poet lacked was not concentration but any notion of a cohesive, unified self. This was the “problem,” of which his heteronyms were the most glaring evidence.

After Rimbaud famously and ungrammatically announced “Je est un autre” (“I is another”), he went on to compare himself, a still emerging poet, to a piece of wood transformed by destiny into a violin.2 Fernando Pessoa, who might have said “I are many others,” described himself as a “secret orchestra” made up of numerous instruments—strings, harps, timpani, bass drums.3 The history of literature contains some faint parallels to his performance of multiple authorship. William Butler Yeats created Michael Robartes and Owen Hearne, a duo of “collaborators” with contrasting personalities. The Spanish poet Antonio Machado (1875–1939) also signed some of his poems and prose pieces with the names of two alter egos: Juan de Mairena and Abel Martín, who was Mairena’s “master.” But no writer can rival Pessoa’s achievement of configuring, through his heteronyms, radically different poetic and philosophical attitudes that formed a glorious if not always harmonious musical ensemble.

Pessoa’s first biographer had not dug deeply or thoroughly into the famous trunk, which is understandable, since to do so would have taken him the rest of his life, and he wasn’t wealthy, he needed to earn a living. Some of the more than 25,000 papers left by Pessoa—most of which are now at the National Library of Portugal—were well organized and neatly written or typed, but many others were taken up by half-formed, fragmentary, or hard-to-decipher texts. Pessoa was a volcanic writer, and when the words started flowing, he used whatever sort of paper was close to hand—loose sheets, notebook paper, stationery from the cafés he frequented, pages ripped from agendas or calendars, the backs of comic strips and flyers, book jackets, calling cards, envelopes, and the margins of manuscripts drafted a few days or a few years earlier. All of which he deposited in the large wooden trunk, his legacy to the world. It would take decades of dedicated labor by scholars and librarians for that textual trove to be inventoried and extensively published, astonishing us with its quantity, quality, and heterogeneity. Besides his many poems, his plays, short stories, and detective fiction, Pessoa produced translations, political commentary, history texts, sociological treatises, philosophical studies, linguistic theory, economic theory, essays on religion and on psychology, self-analyses, automatic writing, and hundreds of astrological charts.

Even more startling than the copious writings exhumed from the trunk were the dozens of unknown alter egos who, after lurking there for years, suddenly stepped into the world as if awakened from an enchanted sleep. Some of them, such as the long-bearded astrologer and esoteric philosopher named Raphael Baldaya, were only hazily defined. Others, like the ultrarational Baron of Teive, whose insistence on living solely according to reason led him to commit suicide, were endowed with complex psychologies. Baldaya wrote a number of pages for pamphlets and treatises on astrology. The Baron of Teive left a long, diarylike meditation on why he had decided to take his own life. And António Mora, a philosopher and apologist of neo-paganism, left hundreds of pages for several book-length but unfinished works. The writing projects of numerous other personae failed to move forward, or the personae were simply not created to be ambitious writers. Maria José, a pathetic hunchback dying of tuberculosis and the only female alias generated by Pessoa, was the author of a single impassioned love letter addressed to a handsome metalworker who passed by her window on his way to work each day. Most of the literary personalities wrote in Portuguese; some wrote in English; lonely Jean Seul de Méluret wrote in French. All of them were projections, spin-offs, or metamorphoses of Fernando Pessoa himself.

Or did they control and define him? Should we take seriously his claim that he had no personality of his own, that he was just a “medium” for the many writers who welled up in him and whom he served as “literary executor”? Was he indeed “less real” than his alter egos, “less substantial, less personal, and easily influenced by them all”?4 The short and apparently obvious answer to these questions is no. But while it no doubt made Pessoa giggle a little to imagine how we, his future readers, would react to his provocative assertions about who he was or wasn’t, we cannot dismiss his self-partitioning into subsidiary personalities as a mere literary hoax. It was a game, yes, but one that began in early childhood—as soon as he began writing—and persisted with increased vigor into adolescence and adulthood.

And the game was not only about literature. Pessoa staked his very identity on the heteronymous system. In so doing, he not only acknowledged the unsteady nature of who he was; he embraced and embodied, through language, that unsteadiness. He was able to give verbal substance and contours to his sense of self without falsifying its inherent uncertainty, since the heteronyms—like particles in a quantum field—existed in dynamic tension with one another. Running sometimes in parallel though more often than not in different directions, they complemented and contradicted and competed with each other. Through their contrasting poetries and occasionally heated prose exchanges, the heteronyms were in continual dialogue—with one another and with their maker.

If we include his childhood riddlers and humorists, Pessoa created more than one hundred fictitious authors in whose name he wrote or at least planned to write something. About thirty of these pseudo-authors signed at least one significant literary work, but there were only three full-fledged heteronyms: Alberto Caeiro, Ricardo Reis, and Álvaro de Campos. This is an important distinction, and yet Pessoa, in a letter to a poet and magazine editor, stated that his “first heteronym” was the Chevalier de Pas, an imaginary knight in whose name he wrote letters to himself when he was just six years old. Authorized by Pessoa’s example, I will also use the word “heteronym” rather loosely in the pages that follow.

More important than the terminology used to designate Pessoa’s coterie of invented writers is the phenomenon of splintered authorship, which we find reflected in the jagged and disjointed nature of his writing. Before he could finish one thing, he was already on to something else, and in the trail of his restless pen he left thousands of alternate wordings, which scholars call “variants,” and they debate among themselves about how these should be handled in published editions. In defiance of his undisciplined personality and writing habits, Pessoa managed to produce a substantial number of perfect poems and prose pieces, but this biography will just as often be quoting from the rubble of his fragmentary and half-finished works, which in their ensemble form a kind of literary Pompeii, concealing an untold number of curious ideas, luminous observations, and unexpected confessions waiting to be discovered. Much of Pessoa’s prose and a number of his unfinished poems, eighty-five years after his human life ceased, have yet to be transcribed and published.

Pessoa lamented the hesitation and incompletion that plagued so much of what he wrote, especially in his larger literary projects, but all he could do was keep writing. In notes recorded in English when he was twenty-one years old, he remarks on his instinctive hatred “for decisive acts, for definite thoughts.” As soon as anything crosses his mind, “ten thousand thoughts and ten thousand interassociations of those ten thousand thoughts arise, and I have no will to eliminate or to arrest them, nor to gather them into one central thought, where their unimportant but associated details might be lost.”5

Pessoa’s most important prose work, The Book of Disquiet, magnificently illustrates the uncertainty principle that runs throughout his written universe. It is also the best example of the author’s ability to expand and surprise us in his afterlife. A semifictional diary consisting of some five hundred passages on diversified subjects and employing various stylistic and tonal registers, the inaugural edition in Portuguese was not published until 1982, forty-seven years after Pessoa’s death. It was based on about three hundred passages—typed, written, or quasi-illegibly scrawled on the most varied kinds of paper imaginable—that Pessoa himself had collected in a large envelope, as well as on dozens of additional passages that researchers ferreted out from his notoriously labyrinthine archives. Subsequent editions, including my own, have added new material, but since the author did not always label his texts, editors disagree about what really belongs in The Book of Disquiet. Moreover, Pessoa left only vague and contradictory indications of how he might have ordered its contents, and the competing editions have arranged the passages in completely different ways. To say that this is a book for which no definitive edition is possible would be a flagrant understatement were it not a conceptually erroneous statement, since there is no ur-book begging for definition. What the author actually produced is a quintessential non-book: a large but uncertain quantity of discrete, mostly undated texts left in no sequential order, such that every published edition—inevitably depending on massive editorial intervention—is necessarily untrue to the nonexistent “original.”

No other posthumous publication bearing the name of Fernando Pessoa has caused more of a sensation, radically altering our critical perception of this author and his place in the literary and cultural landscape of the twentieth century. Like much of his poetry but more directly so, The Book of Disquiet speaks to us with disarming candor about the most secret human thoughts and feelings. The courageous speaker is Bernardo Soares, the book’s purported author, whom Pessoa dubbed a “semiheteronym”—a variation on his own personality. But as we read the work, it almost seems that Fernando Pessoa, and even we ourselves, are variations on this invented self, who expresses with uncanny precision our unuttered feelings of disquiet and existential unsettledness, speaking not only to us but also for us. “The only way to be in agreement with life is to disagree with ourselves,” observes Bernardo Soares, who refuses to adapt to the world. He also, thankfully, refuses to indulge in self-pity, and he even jokes, a little grimly, about his condition: “I’m suffering from a headache and the universe.”6

The Book of Disquiet bears comparison with another weirdly wonderful book of the twentieth century: Robert Musil’s The Man Without Qualities, an unfinished novel whose first volume was published in 1930. Both of these unlikely masterpieces are powered by ideas rather than plot, and both of their respective protagonists are meticulous observers who lack the requisite willpower to be men of action. The nature of their passivity differs, however. “The active life has always struck me as the least comfortable of suicides,” quips Bernardo Soares,7 and it is the sort of comment that quality-deficient Ulrich might also make, but Musil’s antihero wants to be a great man, if he could only decide what a great man is, and his passivity is a function of his dithering. It is as if he and his many thoughts were forever waiting, in an antechamber whose name is Hesitation, for real and decisive life to begin. His reveries are a stumbling block. Soares, though a more solitary and melancholy figure, is self-satisfied and experiences moments of considerable euphoria. He is actively, militantly passive. Dreaming is not a vice that hinders him from accomplishing his goals; dreaming is what he lives for, and he organizes his existence accordingly. “Dreaming” includes the imaginative world of writing and also the spiritual imagination.

Ulrich and Bernardo Soares are equally ill suited to the task of living in modern society, but the Austrian mathematician makes some attempt to connect and to be someone in the real world. For Soares, an assistant bookkeeper by trade, not only would any such attempt be futile, it would be misguided. Reality, to his way of thinking, is what we imaginatively make of it. If external circumstances shape and determine Ulrich, they are mere fuel for the real life—the thinking and dreaming life—of Bernardo Soares and his progenitor, Fernando Pessoa. Far from being a lost soul in search of qualities that would define him, Pessoa, like his semiheteronym, was an abundance of qualities that did not cohere and would not settle into just one soul.

✦

PESSOA BEGAN TO MAKE plans for publishing The Book of Disquiet as early as 1913, the year he started working on the book, and the hundreds of publication projects he drew up for his myriad poetic and prose works would on their own fill up a hefty volume. But the writer, paradoxically, was in no hurry to publish, and only slowly, after his death, did his editorial fortunes change. The chaotic state of the trunk, Pessoa’s difficult handwriting, and the vagaries of publishing all conspired to make him, editorially speaking, an author of the second half of the twentieth century, since it was only then that his enormous output of unpublished prose, including The Book of Disquiet, began to see print. While it is true that a large nucleus of his poetry had been published in the 1940s, Pessoa’s first editors excluded not only fragmentary and unfinished poems, which was reasonable enough, but also poems that did not coincide with their own rather conservative aesthetics. A number of fascinating poems, including some that reveal the author’s more intimate side, have come to light only in recent decades, reconfiguring the poetic panorama of his oeuvre in important ways.

One might regret that it took so long for some of Pessoa’s finest work to become available to readers, but I am inclined to consider this delay serendipitous. The fact is that his contemporaries were not ready for a poetics of fragmented selfhood, as Pessoa knew and prophetically explained to us, his posthumous readers. In “Erostratus,” a long but unfinished essay written in English around 1930, he cogently argued that literary genius, because it is an advance over the status quo, is never recognized in its own time. Only future generations can properly see and appreciate it. Shakespeare, the essay maintains, was esteemed by theatergoers of the day for his wit; they could only dimly perceive the psychological and linguistic genius that would become the subject of thousands of books and doctoral dissertations in succeeding centuries. Pessoa’s rationale is by no means universally valid. There are writers—such as James Joyce, born six years before Pessoa and deceased six years after him—whose genius is recognized and even studied, analyzed, in their lifetimes.

Pessoa’s genius, on the other hand, was ahead of its time in such a way that not even he could grasp it completely. He knew he had achieved something marvelous and unprecedented with the creation of his three major heteronyms, but he does not seem to have understood the importance of all the lesser fictitious personalities he spawned. He considered “Nature is parts without a whole” to be the crucial insight of Alberto Caeiro, the master poet and his most clear-minded heteronym, yet he often berated himself for being unable to create whole works of literature. His Goethe-inspired Fausto (left as several hundred fragments), the poem “Salutation to Walt Whitman” (over twenty disconnected pieces), and the essay “Erostratus” (five or six dozen unarticulated passages) are typical. And they burst with genius. His most widely read work, The Book of Disquiet, was the most fragmentary of all.

Pessoa could not imagine that his literary dispersion, which faithfully mirrors our ontological instability and the absence of intrinsic unity in the world we inhabit, would make him required reading by the time the next century arrived. Without quite knowing what he was doing, he prediagnosed us, insofar as his writings speak to our contemporary sense of self-estrangement (when we stop and think about self). His universe of disconnected parts prefigured our own worldview, with developments in history, science, and philosophy having disabused us of whatever harmonious wholes we once cherished. Of course, everything that exists must ultimately connect, since it is part of the existent, and today’s cosmologists and philosophers of the world’s origin have developed some elegant theories of the total picture, in which the Big Bang may be just a local event. In an analogous fashion, Fernando Pessoa took an astonishingly broad view of what constitutes a self, life, meaning.

✦

PESSOA, EVEN SO, WAS very much a product of his time and geography. However scattered or hazy or uncertain the self, he knew that it only had meaning in relation to other selves and to the rest of the world. Although he abhorred the very idea of collaborating with others to reform the world, he closely observed its political and social dramas, writing about them in dozens of unfinished essays as well as in the articles he actually published. Since his life transpired in volatile times, the dramas he witnessed tended to be ideologically and/or physically violent, beginning in racially segregated Durban, his home during the Anglo-Boer War, which broke out in 1899. Thousands of soldiers, including many wounded men and prisoners of war, passed through the streets of the town, and thousands of refugees took shelter there. Back in Lisbon, where Pessoa arrived in 1905, a dictator soon came to power, the king was assassinated, and in 1910 a republican revolution toppled the monarchy. Then came the Great War, in which Portugal imprudently participated, with disastrous human and economic consequences, making the country ripe terrain for the authoritarian ideas being embraced elsewhere in Europe. A military dictatorship assumed control of the country in 1926, morphing into the Salazar regime and the so-called Estado Novo, or New State, which was proclaimed in March 1933, the same month that the Enabling Act effectively made Adolf Hitler the dictator of Germany.

In his own name and as Álvaro de Campos, Pessoa declared his yearning to feel everything in every way possible. He also wanted to see everything from all possible points of view, which is why his opinions on politics, social issues, and the events of the day were not always consistent. In the hundreds of pages he wrote about the First World War, for instance, we find the heteronym António Mora defending the German cause, while texts signed by Pessoa himself usually sided with the Allies, albeit without enthusiasm. But through all his variable ideas on politics, which included some frankly reactionary theories as well as idealized, semimystical forms of government, we can trace an evolution that shows him, ultimately, in virtual solidarity with the human race, notwithstanding his preference for treading a solitary path.

Interested as he was in the visible world he inhabited, Pessoa was even more attracted to invisible reality. Already as a child he meditated on the unknown, which he sometimes tentatively referred to as Truth, and this became the object of a focused quest in the youthful poetry and prose signed by Alexander Search, his most prolific English heteronym. The quest was subsequently taken up by Pessoa’s other literary personalities, or they were responses to it (Caeiro, for example, denied there was any reality or “truth” beyond what we see), and metaphysical concerns pervade the vast body of work he signed with his own name. Pessoa’s reflections were informed by his extensive readings in philosophy and religion in many of its varieties—from the great traditions of paganism, Judaism, Christianity, and Buddhism to esoteric systems such as Gnosticism, Kabbalah, Rosicrucianism, Freemasonry, Theosophy, and magic.

Pessoa’s interest in the occult graduated to an obsession in his later years, when he wrote a number of patently esoteric poems, and allusions to hidden realities are frequent even in his early work. Indeed, his dogged pursuit of literature was also, at heart, a spiritual pursuit—a means to strive after truth, and even to create it. His fashioning of the heteronyms may be construed as a religious act, as his way of paying homage to God, by realizing his divine potential as a co-creator, made in God’s likeness and image. Not only that, Pessoa strongly implied that the heteronyms were a means for alchemically transforming the self, enabling it to progress on its spiritual journey.

And his sexual self? Pessoa claimed not to be very interested in sex, and we know, from his personal notes, that he almost certainly died a virgin. All the more remarkable, then, that he wrote and published not only the aforementioned “Antinous” but also a lascivious “Epithalamium,” in which a bride looks forward to being deflowered by the groom on her wedding night. These were not short poems; each one ran to more than three hundred lines of verse. Pessoa wrote other poems about love and sexual attraction, in Portuguese, English, and French, and sexual references repeatedly crop up in his fiction, his essays, and his autobiographical notes. In his desultory affair with Ophelia Queiroz, there had been some kissing and petting, and two of Pessoa’s close friends were open homosexuals, whom he defended against scurrilous attacks in the press, but it was mainly through his writings that he slowly came to grips with his own sexuality. I don’t mean that he symbolically “lost” his virginity but that he lost his shame, his preconceptions, and came to accept his chastity with equanimity.

The stories of how Pessoa evolved as a sexual being, as a spiritual seeker, and as a political and social thinker are like the weft interlaced with the warp of his literature, with all the strands forming a variegated tapestry, but even this capacious and inclusive fabric is overwhelmingly literary, since his sexuality, spirituality, and politics were primarily expressed and experienced through words. Pessoa copulated with no man or woman, prayed to no god, and joined no political party. And after returning from South Africa to Lisbon, he rarely strayed far from this city. He wrote, and wrote, in multiple genres about countless subjects. But what about the Fernando Pessoa made of flesh and blood who had appetites, fears, sorrows, headaches, haircuts, memories, dashed hopes? What is the connection between this quotidian man and the compulsive writer?

In the first half of the nineteenth century and in a country at the opposite end of Europe, Søren Kierkegaard (1813–1855) experienced a similar dichotomy. His worldly existence was even more circumscribed than Pessoa’s, with his travels out of Copenhagen taking him no farther than Berlin. Like Pessoa, he ended up renouncing romantic love, had solitary habits, and led an outwardly uneventful life. His writing life, meanwhile, was in a perpetual ferment. More adept than Pessoa at channeling his restive genius, the Danish philosopher completed and published book after book of provocative thinking conveyed in sparkling prose and as often as not signed by a pseudonym: Victor Eremita, Constantin Constantius, Johannes Climacus …. There were more than a dozen of these fictitious collaborators, who had individuated points of view and sometimes critiqued one another. Since Pessoa did not know Kierkegaard’s work (translated initially into German, which Pessoa could not read, and not into English and French until the 1930s), the resemblance between their creative universes is all the more striking.

Self-multiplication was, for both men, a means toward self-realization, and selfhood was a topic they both took up in their writings. Kierkegaard, however, was a praying man and a theologian, deeply religious and specifically Christian. He saw suffering as a necessary condition of spiritual progress and defended martyrdom—the laying down of one’s life for others, or for God—as the highest good. Pessoa, who rejected his Catholic upbringing, never held suffering to be a virtue. But he knew all about it from experience and was a kind of accidental, or perhaps even willing and deliberate, martyr. One day he copied out, on a sheet of paper tossed into the trunk and not discovered by researchers until the present millennium, a single verse from the ninth chapter of St. Paul’s First Epistle to the Corinthians: “I became all things to all men, that I might save all.”8 This inscription, which can serve as one among other explanations for Pessoa’s creation of the heteronyms, suggests he was convinced that he and his work were nothing if they were not for others. One way or another, Pessoa’s protean literary project had something profoundly in common with Kierkegaard’s existentially religious one.

✦

PORTUGAL DOES NOT HAVE a strong tradition of biographies, and João Gaspar Simões has to be commended for endeavoring to write one on Pessoa, whose unusual literary enterprise he helped to illuminate for several generations of Portuguese-speaking readers. He has been criticized for drawing a somewhat fanciful portrait of his subject as a hard-drinking and penniless poète maudit, accursed poet, and for interviewing only a few of Pessoa’s friends and relatives, many of whom were still living at the time he wrote. With more thorough and rigorous research, he could have avoided many of his book’s factual errors, which have unfortunately been repeated by others. But I am not absolutely certain that additional interviews with those who knew Pessoa would have brought the biographer much closer to his subject. Perusing the interviews with Pessoa’s friends published in old newspapers or aired on television, I have been struck by how little they had to say. Shy and soft-spoken—they all agreed—but with a good sense of humor, and extremely polite, impeccably dressed, a perfect gentleman. More helpful are the interviews with Pessoa’s half sister, who had lived with him as a little girl in Durban and again as an adult in Lisbon. He never told her, however, about his onetime girlfriend, Ophelia, whose existence she learned about only after his death. He was fanatically private. The dozens of letters he wrote to his closest friend, Mário de Sá-Carneiro, a poet who committed suicide, might have been a gold mine but have almost all been lost. His surviving letters to other friends and to family are relatively few in number. Pessoa commenced three diaries, consisting of succinctly factual entries that divulge very little about his emotional state, and he abandoned them all within three months’ time.

The biographer’s most valuable source of information is the trunk, now known as the Pessoa Archive, which encompasses notebooks and papers going all the way back to the writer’s childhood in Durban. Some of the manuscripts contain extraneous, biographically useful scribblings: lists of things to do or to buy, the dates and times of appointments, and reminders to write so-and-so or to purchase a certain book or to pay off an outstanding debt. Pessoa cast many astrological charts for himself, with interpretive notes that shed light on significant moments in his life. And there are revealing letters he drafted but did not send.

More revealing than any letters, scribblings, or his short-lived diaries are Pessoa’s poetry and literary prose, much of which is autobiographical, though usually only partially or distortedly so. This most crucial of resources for getting at the heart of the man is also, therefore, the most treacherous. In “The Tobacco Shop,” the heteronym Álvaro de Campos, amid poetic ramblings on the meaning of his life on Earth and in the universe, ironically remarks: “If I married my washwoman’s daughter, perhaps I would be happy.” I would not dare to infer from these words that the poem’s ultimate author, Fernando Pessoa, had a weakness for the daughter of his washwoman and perhaps even flirted with her and fantasized marriage, but others have assumed this was the case, and to justify their interpretation they can point to the fact that, at the end of the same poem, Campos looks out the window and waves at a friend called Esteves, the very real last name of a man Pessoa knew.

I have tried to construct, with as much credible detail as I could muster, a “cinematographic” life: what Pessoa looked like and how he behaved, where his steps took him, the people he interacted with, and the lively settings where his life unfolded. But this film, on its own, would tell us little about Pessoa the writer, whose essential life took place in the imagination. And so my larger ambition has been to chart, as far as possible, his imaginative life.

“A Man’s life of any worth is a continual allegory,” affirmed John Keats in a letter to his brother and sister-in-law. “Lord Byron cuts a figure, but he is not figurative—Shakespeare led a life of Allegory; his works are the comments on it.” Shakespeare, unlike Byron, not only failed to cut a dashing figure; he left, for posterity, almost no figure at all. We know almost nothing about the man. Therein lies the allegory. He left, instead, a plethora of dramatic characters far more vivid than most human personalities. Pessoa’s legacy is not comparable to Shakespeare’s, at least not in terms of what he actually realized. But what he imagined, envisioned, and projected was uniquely vast and varied. “Be plural like the universe!” he imperatively wrote on a slip of paper found in the trunk in the 1960s.

His life, no less than Shakespeare’s, was an allegory.
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Fernando Pessoa wearing a sailor suit, which was the de rigueur outfit for studio portraits of seven-year-old Portuguese boys.
(Courtesy Casa Fernando Pessoa)
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Part I



THE BORN FOREIGNER
(1888–1905)


I was a foreigner in their midst, but no one realized it. I lived among them as a spy and no one, not even I, suspected it. They all took me for a relative; no one knew I’d been swapped at birth. And so I was one of their equals without anything in common, a brother to all without belonging to the family.

—The Book of Disquiet (text 433)






CHAPTER 1

ON A PLEASANTLY WARM BUT BLUSTERY AFTERNOON, as gusts of wind blew the hats off pedestrians down below, Fernando António Nogueira Pessôa was born to an excited young mother—her first child—in a fourth-floor apartment in the city of Lisbon. It was June 13, 1888, the feast day of St. Anthony of Lisbon, and the feasting was not only religious. There were years when the merrymaking that filled the streets, particularly around Praça da Figueira, got too boisterous, even violent, with fighting and crime spoiling the fun, but not in 1888. The newspaper reported that “the eve of St. Anthony’s passed by calmly, without giving the police much work to do”—just a few scuffles, two or three drunks who had to be locked up for the night, and a pair of petty thieves who were arrested for trying to steal a gold ring.1

Nowadays the saint’s birthday is celebrated with more pomp and variety. Things kick off on the evening of June 12 with a huge parade formed by groups of costumed dancers from each of Lisbon’s twenty or so neighborhoods. The streets and squares of the older quarters, decked out with colorful streamers and paper flowers, are packed with people moving their hips or just listening to traditional Portuguese music played by professional and amateur bands. Makeshift stalls sell sardines and pork, beer and sangria. In the wee hours a few drunken partiers sometimes get out of hand, and more than a few get sick from having drunk too much. On the morning of the thirteenth, after the last revelers have staggered home, the first Masses are held in honor of St. Anthony—Santo António, in Portuguese—and they continue throughout the day, with a procession of the faithful capping off the religious homage in the late afternoon. And in recent years a new tradition has developed: there are lectures, readings, and dramatic performances to commemorate the birth of Fernando Pessoa. It would have pleased him to know that he, or our remembrance of him, is mixed up in so much reverent and rowdy company.

Pessoa (he dropped the circumflex from his surname in 1916) had the same second name as both his grandfathers, but his mother was probably more concerned to honor Lisbon’s favorite saint, so that he would smile upon and bless her son. She was mildly religious, in a superstitious sort of way. Pessoa’s first name may also have been a homage to St. Anthony, who was called Fernando for more than half his life. Born in the twilight of the twelfth century into a wealthy family, the future saint forsook his birthright of ease and comfort to become a friar, changing his name from Fernando to António when he joined the Franciscans. He left Lisbon for Morocco at age twenty-five, eventually ended up in Italy, and died near Padua, where he spent his last years. Outside Portugal he is mostly known as St. Anthony of Padua. Fernando Pessoa, who grew up in economically comfortable circumstances, likewise cared little for worldly riches, but he was viscerally attached to Lisbon. His geographical path was somewhat the opposite of St. Anthony’s, for at age seventeen he returned to Lisbon after nine years abroad, and during the rest of his life he rarely ventured out of the city and its environs.

✦

LISBON WAS AN IMPERIAL city in seemingly perpetual decline. Although it was hard to picture, historians affirmed that it had once been a thriving and even luxurious capital. Back in the mid-sixteenth century, it had ranked as one of the world’s leading centers of international commerce, thanks to the network of trading posts and alliances the Portuguese had established in Africa, Asia, and Brazil. Portugal’s sprawling empire was more mercantile than political, and Lisbon became a unique emporium for pepper, cinnamon, and other spices, myrrh, ebony and brazilwood, parrots, monkeys and animal hides, silks and porcelain from China, textiles and manufactured goods from Europe, and ivory and slaves from Africa. Slave auctions began in Lisbon in the fifteenth century, and Portuguese traders—pioneers of the Atlantic slave trade—shipped between five and six million slaves from Africa to the New World, mostly to Brazil. The considerable revenue from the nation’s diversified trade activities did not trickle down, nor was it invested at home. Spread far and thin, the empire started to crack, enabling the Spanish crown to rule a weakened Portugal from 1580 to 1640.

In the first half of the eighteenth century, gold and diamonds from the colony of Brazil could not reverse the fortunes of the much diminished empire, but they brought new wealth to the home country. It was a wealth that flowed in and then out, stimulating economies around the rest of Europe. England, a huge exporter of wool to Portugal, was the largest end recipient of Brazilian gold. This mineral also paid for increased shipments of cereal grains from northern Europe, while domestic agriculture continued to languish. Lisbon’s small but pampered upper class bought linens from Flanders, velvets from Venice, silverware, brassware, and clocks from Germany, and tapestries and fine apparel from France. King João V, who reigned from 1706 to 1750, spent massive sums to build lavish churches and monasteries, most notably the convent complex at Mafra, which was decorated with ecclesiastical art imported from Italy.fn1 Virtually no money was spent on improving infrastructure or on developing local industry. Lisbon’s streets were narrow and dirty, and crime was rife.

In his Journal of a Voyage to Lisbon, written in 1754, Henry Fielding called the endpoint of his six-week ocean journey “the nastiest city in the world.” It was a hasty judgment, and without worldwide travel experience to back it up, but almost all foreign visitors rated Lisbon badly in comparison with other European capitals. Fielding, it must be remembered, was in wretched health, having sailed from England to Lisbon in hopes the milder climate might alleviate his excruciating gout. Two months after landing he died, in October, and was buried in the city’s English cemetery.

One year later, the calamitous 1755 earthquake, with its attendant tsunami and rampant fires, leveled most of Lisbon and killed more than ten thousand of its residents, prompting Voltaire—in Candide and in his “Poem on the Lisbon Disaster”—to loudly mock the notion that all was for the best in what Leibniz and other optimists assumed was the best of all possible worlds. And yet the catastrophe probably was an urban blessing in the long run. The future Marquis of Pombal, chief minister to King José I, who reigned from 1750 to 1777, relied on Enlightenment ideals and innovative, antiseismic construction methods to despotically but energetically rebuild the city. Pombal encouraged manufacturing and founded several state-sponsored industries. He also bridled the aristocracy, expelled the Jesuits, enfeebled the Inquisition (which had been established in Portugal in 1536), and abolished the “blood purity” laws that prevented New Christians—as coercively converted Jews and their descendants were called—from holding government posts and exercising certain professions.

Pombal could inhibit but not eliminate the old guard, old money, and old habits. While a revolution was getting under way in America, Portugal turned its back on change. As soon as King José died, in 1777, Pombal was stripped of his powers, and many of his reformist policies were attenuated or reversed. Conservative Catholic clergy and the indolent aristocracy regained their standing, and Portugal limped ahead, slowly and unsurely, through the Napoleonic invasions (1807–1810) and a civil war (1828–1834), lagging behind the rest of Europe by almost every measure of progress. That very disparity at least prodded the nation’s leaders to keep trying to catch up, and by the time Pessoa was born the capital city had a serviceable sewage system, gas lighting on the main streets and in wealthier neighborhoods, and a broad and forward-looking Avenida da Liberdade (Liberty Avenue; completed 1886), inspired by the Champs-Élysées.

So Portugal had a modern edge, or veneer, and the ruling class and cultural elite longingly envisioned full-tilt modernity, but the vision was clouded by a nagging suspicion that the country was destined to forever play copycat, following the lead of countries like France and doing the political bidding of Great Britain, Portugal’s oldest ally and protector. In 1887 a group of notable intellectuals, who would later be joined by the poet Guerra Junqueiro (1850–1923) and the novelist Eça de Queiroz (1845–1900), began to call themselves the Vencidos da Vida, or “Life’s Defeated.” What united them, besides the succulent food in the fine restaurants where they met, was not a feeling of failure in their personal careers as writers and artists but the conviction that, despite their best efforts to encourage reform, Portugal had failed and would continue to fail to be organically progressive, original, and self-determining.

This larger failure was both the cause and consequence of saudade, a word that signifies intense longing, yearning, nostalgia, both as a temporary mood or state of mind and as an existential condition. Its meaning is akin to Sehnsucht, but the German word never served, on its own, as the basis for a collective identity. Saudade, promoted as a uniquely Portuguese feeling, became a national obsession in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The specific historical object of that obsession was the Age of Discoveries, when Portugal controlled vast tracts of ocean and numerous seaports around the world. Accomplished against great odds, this maritime supremacy might have transformed life in the home country, were half of the resulting wealth not grossly mismanaged and the other half squandered, leaving future generations to pine after glory days that had never existed, except for an exiguous group of profiteers, investors, and aristocrats. Pessoa was born into a world in which ghostly shades of former splendors hovered amid palpable poverty and decay.

✦

BUT LISBON WAS AND remains, even in the twenty-first century, majestic. Built, like Rome, on seven hills—or six, or eight, depending on what you call a hill—and stretching along the wide estuary of the Tagus River, which is sometimes called the Mar da Palha, or Straw Sea, because of how it goldenly reflects the sun at dusk, the city offers an ever-changing spectacle of light glinting off the pastel-colored buildings of its slopes. And the sky in Lisbon is more dynamic than in other European capitals, with sun and clouds and rain often entering and exiting in rapid succession, as if the pagan gods were still alive, vying for control of the weather. The city is a natural feast for the eyes, and Pessoa immortalized his visual pleasure by recording his particularized impressions in The Book of Disquiet, using words like so much paint. For instance: “Against the blue made pale by the green of night, the cold unevenness of the buildings on the summer horizon formed a jagged, brownish-black silhouette, vaguely haloed by a yellowed gray.”2

Fernando Pessoa is one of those writers, like James Joyce, whom we automatically associate with the city of their birth, as if one were the reconfigured equivalent of the other. Perhaps because the identification was so strong, Dublin so inevitably present in everything he wrote, Joyce could not stand to live there as an adult. Pessoa, on the other hand, carried his exile with him. He lived in Lisbon, but at a certain remove, and not only because he wafted in the heights of literature. His Lisbon was a vivid, living symbol for the world at large. A streetcar ride from the city’s center to its outskirts could, he claimed, afford a greater sensation of freedom than a trip to China, provided the passenger knew, as he did, how to feel with intricate intensity.3

Pessoa’s capacity for being intimately yet detachedly Portuguese—hence universal—is partly due to the English language, which he continued to use in literary works and in private notes long after his childhood years in South Africa were behind him. In his most revealing diary, kept for just two months in 1915, and in his most sexually charged poems, Pessoa significantly chose English as his medium of expression. But any language, no matter where he happened to be, could serve him as a haven or a hiding place, reinforcing his feeling of otherness. “My nation is the Portuguese language,” he famously wrote in 1931, affirming a patriotism that was in the first place linguistic, rather than geographical. Far less quoted, since it is politically or socially incorrect, is this admission: “An adjective matters more to me than the real weeping of a human soul.”4 Which is not to say that Pessoa was insensitive to human tears. He shed many of his own. But words—and what words could represent—were what he lived for.

✦

PESSOA’S LOVE AFFAIR WITH language began as a young boy, but first there was the love he felt in his family. The two loves were related, since both his parents were writers of a sort—without great ambitions or superior talent—and encouraged their son, who followed their lead with unusual fervor, the way certain people follow a religious vocation.

His mother, Maria Madalena Pinheiro Nogueira, was born on the Azorean island of Terceira on December 30, 1861, but moved to the mainland when she was a little over three years old. Her father, Luís António Nogueira, who earned his law degree at the university in Coimbra, had been appointed to a government post in Porto, and a few years later he was named the kingdom’s head of the Home Civil Service, whereupon he took his family to Lisbon. Maria, who grew up between these two cities, never went back to the Azores to live. According to family accounts, she was a bright and spunky, not entirely conventional young woman. She learned French early on, which was typical of Portugal’s educated class, and she was proficient at the piano, typical for her sex; but she became fluent in English as well, thanks to her studies at the British School in Lisbon, run by a woman named Miss Calf, and from her father she learned some Latin. His high-placed friends were impressed with her intelligence and regretted that she had not been born a boy, in which case she could have aspired to a brilliant career.5

Luís António Nogueira’s concern to provide a first-class education for his children, including “even” his daughters (one of his obituaries described the two young women as “exquisitely educated”), stemmed from the importance he gave to erudition in his own career. Besides devotedly performing his duties as a government official, he was a scholar and writer—not of literary but legal matters. From the date of its founding, in late 1868, he wrote prolifically on administrative law for O Direito (The Law), which to this day is Portugal’s premier journal of jurisprudence. His name soon featured on its masthead, remaining there until he died, devastated by diabetes and by the death, two years earlier, of his nineteen-year-old son. He had not been a lucky father, having already lost his oldest son, likewise a teenager, a dozen years earlier.6

Maria Madalena was twenty-two when her father died. She still had her mother and her sister, Ana Luísa, or Anica, who was almost two years older. It was a tight-knit family, and the death of their two brothers, then their father, brought the two sisters even closer together. Both were attractive, but Maria, more self-assured, was the one who stood out. She was a romantic who read novels and poetry, and she wrote her own poetry, mostly autobiographical; the surviving examples of her work employ a considerable variety of verse forms, though without much originality or technical bravura. She freely spoke her mind and had a rebellious streak. When it was the fashion for young women to put up their hair, a coming-of-age sort of ritual, she had her hair cut short.7 Her transgressions were of this capricious, nonthreatening kind. She might rock the boat; she would never tip it over. Unless perhaps for a great love. Love and family defined the limits of her and almost every Portuguese woman’s horizons.

✦

IF WE KNEW IN what circumstances this intelligent, talented, and handsome young woman met her first husband, Pessoa’s father, it might help explain why she chose him rather than another suitor. Joaquim de Seabra Pessoa was eleven years her senior, but without the brilliant career that someone his age might already have achieved. By day he worked at the Ministry of Justice, where he had climbed up the civil service ladders to a dull and respectable post: section chief in the accounting department. By night he had a diametrically different occupation: music and theater critic for the Diário de Notícias (Daily News), one of Lisbon’s major newspapers, then as now. There too he had worked his way up, having started out when he was just eighteen, probably as a junior reporter. Whether he had aspired to write about music or the needs of the newspaper led him in that direction, it was a job he loved, even if the pay was slight. He was passionate about music and especially the opera. Between 1876 and 1892, he published more than eight hundred long and short pieces about musical and theatrical performances in Lisbon. So great was his passion for Wagner that he wrote a booklet about the German composer’s first mature opera, The Flying Dutchman, whose story is based on the legend of the eponymous ghost ship. The booklet, like everything Joaquim wrote, was published anonymously.8 He also collected autographed photos of famous singers. And when Sarah Bernhardt, then the most celebrated actress in Europe, came to Lisbon in April 1888, he took his wife—seven months pregnant—to see her perform.9

Joaquim de Seabra Pessoa was born in Lisbon, on May 28, 1850, but his paternal roots were from the southern town of Tavira, in the Algarve. One of his great-grandfathers, an army captain descended from an illustrious family of military men, was granted a title of nobility in 1799. The soldierly tradition continued down to his father, Joaquim António de Araújo Pessoa (1813–1885), a highly decorated general who made a name for himself when still young, in the civil war that broke out in 1828. Blessed with the good fortune of having fought on the winning side, he moved from the Algarve to Lisbon and married Dionísia Rosa Estrela de Seabra (1823–1907), who came from a less illustrious but equally prosperous family, Algarvian on her father’s side. The couple had a daughter who died in infancy and two sons, one of whom also died young. The surviving child, Pessoa’s father, had neither the inclination nor the physical stamina for the armed forces. Joaquim was consumptive, to use an outmoded word that has the virtue of graphically evoking the effect of pulmonary tuberculosis. The disease had destroyed his brother early on and was wasting him away more slowly, but surely.10 A Portuguese editor and bibliographer, writing about his work as a collaborator on a Portuguese dictionary in the late 1870s, recalled in his memoirs that the editorial team included “a certain Pessoa […] a reporter for the Diário de Notícias, a skinny fellow, gaunt and consumptive looking, whom I never heard of again.” Although he never attended university, Joaquim was a studious type, fluent in both French and Italian.11 He loved books, and there were many of them in the spacious apartment he occupied with his widowed mother in Lisbon’s fashionable, centrally located neighborhood of Chiado.12

In a sympathetic obituary after Joaquim’s death in 1893, at the age of forty-three, the Diário de Notícias would note that their longtime music and theater critic was “appreciated for his modesty, his right-mindedness and his candor, and for his dispassionate and impartial criticism. His analyses were always sensitive and correct.” Indeed his reviews of recitals, concerts, operas, and plays were not daring or stylistically noteworthy but they did offer intelligent, balanced, and heartfelt criticism. They were his greatest source of professional satisfaction. He clipped and pasted them into sixteen large scrapbooks.13

✦

IT COULD BE THAT Joaquim’s modesty and rectitude, his lack of interest in making a splash, favorably impressed Maria, Pessoa’s mother. But what really charmed her, I suspect, was his aesthetic sensibility, apparent not only in his passion for music: her fiancé cultivated a lifestyle full of beautiful things. The marriage, celebrated on September 5, 1887, at Santos-o-Velho, the parish church of the bride’s family, got off to an auspicious start. Maria moved in with Joaquim and his mother, and before the month was over she was pregnant. The Pessoas’ apartment, on the top floor of an elegant building that fronted a small square, was comfortable and even a little posh, as Joaquim insisted on fine furnishings, being especially partial to his set of Chinese porcelain.14 There was a piano, which Maria enjoyed playing. The balcony afforded an exceptional view of the Tagus, and directly across the square stood the externally sober, inwardly luxurious São Carlos Theater, Lisbon’s opera house, modeled after Milan’s La Scala and the San Carlo Theater of Naples. Joaquim needed to walk only a hundred feet to reach what may justifiably be called his temple of devotion. The music aficionado and critic was a nominal but nonpracticing Catholic; music was the closest thing he had to a religion.

Part of Joaquim’s tepidness toward the Roman Catholic Church was genealogically determined. His ancestors from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries included a number of New Christians surnamed da Cunha and hailing from the center of the country, particularly the town of Fundão, where there had been a large Jewish community. Doubting the sincerity of their conversions, the Inquisition arrested and tried successive generations of da Cunha family members for continuing to secretly practice Judaism. Sancho Pessoa da Cunha, arrested circa 1705, was the first male ancestor to use the name Pessoa, which he got from his mother, Madalena Pessoa, whose New Christian husband (from the da Cunha clan) had been imprisoned by the Inquisition in 1669. Fernando Pessoa, in autobiographical notes written toward the end of his life, defined his ancestry as “a mixture of aristocrats and Jews.”15 The majority of his ancestors, however, were neither Jews nor aristocrats.

Any crypto-Judaism that the Inquisition may have correctly sniffed out among Joaquim Pessoa’s ancestors had long ago dissipated, but very little Christianity had filtered in to take its place. Most of Joaquim’s paternal ancestors were not even baptized, and one of his uncles, Jacques Cesário de Araújo Pessoa (1816–1885), was a self-professed atheist.16 Joaquim, if not himself an atheist or agnostic, was thoroughly secular. In the many letters he would write when dying of tuberculosis, there is not a single entreaty to God or expression of religious sentiment. His wife, Maria, did pray to God, at least rhetorically, in her poems and in some of her letters to relatives, and she raised all her children as Roman Catholics—because that’s how she had been raised, not because she was a fervent believer. It was not from his parents that Fernando derived his restless religious curiosity.

✦

FERNANDO PESSOA’S BIRTH WAS front-page news in the June 14, 1888, issue of Correio da Noite (Evening Mail). In those days a lot of small news items were crammed onto the front page, but for the event to make it into the newspaper at all was proof of the editors’ esteem for their “friend and colleague from the Diário de Notícias, Joaquim Pessoa,” and suggestive of a certain social status enjoyed by the young couple. Their child had been born the previous day at “around” 3:20 p.m., according to his birth record. The inexactitude of the reported time was a source of some anxiety for Fernando Pessoa the adult, who was a dedicated astrologer and regularly cast charts mapping his character and destiny. Had he been born several minutes earlier, or several minutes later, the whole course of his life might, according to the stars, have been different. This hypothesis will strike most readers as preposterous, but it might seem slightly less so if we consider that other minuscule events occurring at key moments of infantile impressionability—an image fleetingly seen, a frightening or soothing sound, a feeling of warmth, a smell, even pressures on the womb before the child emerges—can decisively shape an individual. If these events are mere chance at work, that itself is a mystery, and mystery is a door to the possibility of other forces, such as the stars, operating at other levels.

Like most advocates of astrology, Pessoa claimed it did not depend on faith, but he did not suppose, as some do, that the stars rule our lives by virtue of magnetic or other physical laws. When he was already past the age of forty he explained, in English, his point of view: “Astrology is verifiable, if anyone will take the trouble to verify it. Why the stars influence us is a difficult question to answer, but it is not a scientific question. The scientific question is: do they or do they not? The reason why is metaphysical and need not trouble the fact, once we find that it is a fact.”17 This was an elegant way of admitting that astrology has absolutely no scientific basis; it depends on metaphysics. As for when exactly he was born, Pessoa came to suspect that it happened a little before 3:15 p.m., according to a 1918 letter he sent the British Journal of Astrology, along with a postal order for two shillings and six pence, the fee for having his birth time rectified and his “prenatal epoch,” or date of conception, calculated.18

Pessoa’s baptism took place on July 21 at Our Lady of the Martyrs Church, a short block away from where the family lived. One of Lisbon’s oldest churches—relocated and rebuilt, however, after the 1755 earthquake—Our Lady of the Martyrs was founded in 1147, the same year Lisbon was reconquered from the Moors. The “martyrs” were the Christian soldiers who died in the four-month-long battle. The website for the venerable church points out that many illustrious people have been baptized there over the centuries, not least of all Fernando Pessoa. The irony of this little boast would merit a chuckle from the famous writer, who, one month before his eighteenth birthday, drafted an open letter to the prior of the church expressing indignation for having been baptized there with no say in the matter.

Baptism, states the letter without pussyfooting, implies “the integration of the victim into the Catholic Church; it obliges the individual, when still an irrational creature, to become part of an all too human association whose theories his more manly reason may not wish to subscribe to.” Leaving no doubt as to what his own “manly reason” had concluded, the letter writer describes the Church as “powerful and stupid, irrational and decrepit.”19 By the time he wrote his letter, which he planned to publish as a pamphlet but failed to complete, Pessoa must have known about his Jewish ancestry; however, the rejection of his Catholic baptism had little to do with his religious beliefs, which at that point in his life were ill defined. He blamed the Church, closely partnered with the monarchy, for helping to nurture the conservative, provincial mentality that was inhibiting Portugal from prospering intellectually, politically, and economically.

In elementary school Fernando learned the Catholic catechism as well as the multiplication table. Although the warm feelings he felt for Jesus, the Virgin Mary, and certain saints whose life stories he admired did not stay with him into adolescence, he did hold on to several holy cards, as mementos of a time in his life when wholehearted, uncritical belief was still possible. One of the cards depicted a haloed St. Anthony. Another was from his first communion, and on the back of the card a nun from St. Joseph’s Convent School wrote, “To my good boy Fernando a little souvenir of the happiest day.” That day occurred in Durban, South Africa, when he was eight or nine years old.20

His fondest memory of the Church of the Martyrs was its tolling bell, which he and the rest of the family heard with resounding clarity even when the windows of their apartment were closed. That memory inspired one of the first two poems he published as an adult, in February 1914:


O church bell of my village,

Each of your plangent tolls

Filling the calm evening

Rings inside my soul.



In a December 1931 letter to João Gaspar Simões, his future biographer, Pessoa identified the poetically invoked bell as the one that tolled at the Church of the Martyrs, and the “village” as the Largo de São Carlos, the square where he was born. The bell seems to haunt the poem’s narrator:


However closely you touch me

When I pass by, always drifting,

You are to me like a dream—

In my soul your ringing is distant.

With every clang you make,

Resounding across the sky,

I feel the past farther away,

I feel nostalgia close by.



Was the writer, at age twenty-two, already ardently longing for an idyllic, irretrievable childhood? The poem suggests that much, and Gaspar Simões cited it in his 1950 biography to support his thesis that nostalgia for lost childhood and the pure happiness it represented is the key to understanding the man and his work. He dismissed Pessoa’s claim, in the 1931 letter, that the nostalgia so powerfully conveyed by the poem was merely a “literary attitude” and that he, Pessoa, had never felt nostalgia for his childhood or for anything else. The exact truth of the matter is impossible to ascertain, since Pessoa was by nature a pretender who could not help but dissemble, in both his poem and his letter. He surely felt some nostalgia for his childhood, and he just as surely exploited it for literary purposes.

✦

IF EVEN PEOPLE WITH unhappy childhoods are likely to miss, on occasion, at least the infantile condition of having no responsibilities, then Pessoa must have cherished the memory of his own carefree childhood, when he was showered with affection and material comforts. The photos from his earliest years do not show him smiling (it was not yet the custom to grin at the camera), but he looks serene. The world around him was not entirely harmonious, however. The main and often literal source of dissonance was his grandmother Dionísia, who suffered from a mental disorder diagnosed as “intermittent dementia.” Periods of calm alternated with bouts of pronounced “alienation,” during which she could be distressingly irascible. These cycles occurred within an ongoing process of cognitive decline.

As an adult Pessoa would fear for his own mental health, believing he might have an inherited predisposition to insanity. As a child he was not traumatized—just profoundly perplexed—by Dionísia’s behavior. Although she disliked the company of most children, family members reported that she was very fond of Fernando, who was born four days before she turned sixty-five, and it’s hard to imagine how it could be otherwise, unless she had lost all capacity for human tenderness. With no brothers or sisters, nephews or nieces, her only close blood ties were with her son, Joaquim, and his son.21 The affection she felt for them extended to her daughter-in-law, but Grandma Dionísia was a disquieting, eerie presence at home. Sometimes she would rant, at any time of day or night, and as early as 1892 Joaquim had to put her in a clinic, where she calmed down somewhat.22 Soon she was back at the apartment.

It was not only Dionísia’s unruliness and periodic tantrums that marred the household peace; Joaquim’s coughing echoed through the rooms whenever his TB acted up. The two elderly housekeepers, Joana and Emília, were of limited help in keeping things calm and under control, with Joana herself often being laid up in bed. All the problems and pressures of the Pessoas’ domestic world weighed directly on the shoulders of the new lady of the household. Despite her husband’s disease, which naturally made him a little self-centered, and despite her mentally degenerating mother-in-law, the first year of marriage had the aura of a new and even glamorous adventure. However, within a few months of her first son’s birth, the glamour had tarnished, and enthusiasm gave way to dutiful endurance. Maria shed tears of frustration only in the shadowy corners of the lovely large apartment. Elsewhere she put on a good front, doing all that could be expected of a wife, mother, and daughter-in-law.23 She clung to the hope that her new family’s situation might change. A few people with TB fought it off and were cured, or their condition stabilized. The husband of her aunt Adelaide, Joaquim de Andrade Neves, was a homeopathic doctor whose unconventional remedies had seemed to do some good for her own Joaquim. And wouldn’t Dionísia have to improve, or else be permanently institutionalized?24

Joaquim Pessoa is an enigmatic figure. Perhaps Maria fell for a man she perceived as an artistic type, but he never tried to make art or music or to write creatively. He would have needed audacity for that. And a willingness to handle, shape, and transform the raw matter of his deep thoughts and emotions. If he confirmed the romantic, nineteenth-century notion that people with tuberculosis had a heightened sensitivity, it was partly because “heightened,” in his case, meant slightly removed from the world, as if his feet did not firmly touch the ground. Joaquim worked two jobs to be able to provide sustenance and a little luxury for himself and his family; he was attentive to those who depended on him; he had a couple of close friends. But he was at the same time abstracted, easily and delightedly lost in the world of music, the world of books, the world of his fine china and other beautiful objects.

Something of that abstraction—perhaps not unrelated to Dionísia’s “alienation”—was passed on to Fernando, if not genetically, then by way of example. With his vivid imagination the little boy, short on playmates, inhabited strange scenarios peopled by unreal characters. It was a practice he would replicate in his writing. Pessoa’s first published piece of creative prose, from 1913, is fittingly titled “In the Forest of Estrangement.” Nothing for its somnambulant narrator is quite real, including the voiceless woman who accompanies him in the weirdly lush woods. One year later he published his next piece of creative prose, in which the first-person narrator tells of meeting a “scandalously human” professor from the University of Tokyo who lectures him on industrialization and the socialist workers’ movement in Japan. Explaining to the reader that his own ideas and impressions of Japan “derive from a careful study of various teapots and teacups,” the narrator refuses to believe in the real country described by the Japanese professor, whom he suspects may be an impostor, or a mere illusion. He prefers the two-dimensional Japan of his porcelain tea service, with its blue figures “eternally sitting” next to “absurd lakes,” with “totally unreal mountains” in the background.

We cannot know how much Fernando’s eyes lingered over the figures depicted in his father’s porcelain, peering with imagination into their private lives and traveling to a blue-tinted Far East, but we know that he became precociously adept at envisioning realities in spatial dimensions unlike those in which our human bodies move. As an adult he defended the idea that other universes might coexist with our own.25

✦

PESSOA’S PARENTS WERE SOLID members of Portugal’s semienlightened bourgeoisie, a class that embraced new ideas and the ideology of progress as long as its own interests were not adversely affected. The couple shared, with their economic and social peers, a cautious optimism that their country was going mainstream, becoming as European in spirit as it was in geography. They got married in the middle of the Belle Époque26—a sustained period of prosperity for much of the world, still with great disparities in wealth and glaring class discrimination but also with real wage growth and improved standards of living for many workers. The use of electricity and telephones was spreading, and the first automobiles, phonographs, and motion picture cameras were already being produced.

Many of the new inventions were coming out of the United States, whose dynamic economy and higher-paying jobs, both for skilled and unskilled labor, attracted millions of European immigrants. But Europe also felt vigorous and looked toward the future with optimism. The British Empire was at its apogee, and the United Kingdom, with its so-called Pax Britannica, assumed the role of global policeman, providing protection in exchange for subservience. Portugal, like other small and dependent countries, was brought to heel when it ran afoul of the international rules laid down by Britain. In neighboring Spain, which had been a short-lived republic in 1873–1874, liberal reforms and a growing economy assured, for now, wide support for the constitutional monarchy. To the north, France had experienced an existential crisis of confidence when it lost Alsace-Lorraine after the Franco-Prussian War, but it rebounded to set the tone for the audacious and enterprising spirit of the age. The Eiffel Tower, halfway completed by the time Pessoa was born, would be inaugurated for the Paris world’s fair of 1889. This wrought-iron marvel of engineering, though it had its detractors among the French elite, became the European symbol of industrial, technological, and artistic modernity.

In Portugal foreign investment and government spending had enabled railroads to be built and infrastructures to be considerably improved, creating the conditions for modernizing agriculture and developing industry. The hoped-for results were slow in coming, but expectations ran high, and the nation prided itself on the course it was taking. On June 7, 1888, six days before Pessoa’s birth, an ambitious Portuguese Industrial Exposition opened on Lisbon’s Avenida da Liberdade in buildings erected especially for the occasion. This was far larger than previous expositions held in the capital, in 1838 and 1849, and it was the first “with a well-defined and scientific program,” according to a leading newspaper.27 It showcased manufactured goods from around the country, including dishware, hardware, distillery equipment, faucets, pumps, lanterns, textiles, shoes, paper, liquors, canned goods, electrical devices, and pharmaceutical products—nothing that might be classified as cutting-edge. There was also a hall dedicated to the fine arts, with a display of paintings and musical instruments, as well as a concert program. The gala event was promoted with fanfare—King Luís kicked things off with a speech—but its practical import was negligible. Some awards were given, and a few manufacturers found domestic outlets for their goods. Although there was no international presence at or interest in the fair, its organizers clearly wanted participants, who came from as far away as the Azores, to realize they formed part of a self-respecting national project, which had its place on the European playing board.

Its place, however, was on the board’s periphery. There was a very gradual development of industry but no industrial “revolution” in Portugal, whose economy was still fundamentally agricultural. Seventy-five percent of its people over the age of seven were illiterate, and per capita domestic production was half of what it was in France, only a third of what it was in Great Britain. And while Spain was also slow to industrialize, its per capita output was still 50 percent greater than Portugal’s.

Portugal’s economy skidded in the early 1890s, but Joaquim Pessoa was secure in his government job, and his evening work as a music critic continued, with the moneyed class still filling up the São Carlos Theater to hear opera singers from Italy, Spain, and France. Operas were also performed in the much larger Coliseum, inaugurated in 1890, for a diversified audience and at more affordable prices. Life went on much the same for the Pessoas, focused on the family they were building.

Since both parents were literary in their different ways, they did not find it strange that Fernando chose words as his favorite playthings. As the small boy rode on the streetcar with his mother, it tickled him to call out each letter of the signs they passed. This caused a fellow passenger to remark on his unusual ability to recite from memory what he had previously heard his mother spell out. No, she corrected, he already recognized all the letters of the alphabet.28 By age four he was reading whole sentences.29 Like most infant readers, Fernando loved comics—a tradition initiated in Portugal by the talented caricaturist and ceramics designer Rafael Bordalo Pinheiro—as well as adventure stories, and his taste for fictionalized adventure never waned. He would develop an insatiable appetite for British and American detective novels, gobbling them up like mental snack food in between weightier fare such as poetry, criticism, and books on religion, history, or philosophy. His fondness for the comical and the playful likewise carried into adulthood, coming out strongly in his letters, in his occasionally impish behavior among family members, and in his private “family” of make-believe literary collaborators.

While Pessoa the adult would retain certain childlike traits, the young boy named Fernando already possessed a grown-up sense of his own dignity. Shy but not easily intimidated, he despised being treated with condescension, no matter how innocent or good-humored. When a family friend from the Azores finally laid eyes on the bright five-year-old he had heard so much about, he hoisted the boy up in his arms, saying, “Pleased to meet you! I’ve been very curious to make your acquaintance.” Fernando, with his feet back on the ground, smoothed the ruffles out of his suit and commented with a dash of pique in his voice, “So now your curiosity has been satisfied.”30 Proud and independent, occasionally even insolent, Fernando was at the same time mild-mannered, timorous, preferring indoor games to rough outdoor play. He could be violent in his words, never in actions. He was also, already, a very private individual.




CHAPTER 2

AMID A PREDICTABLE CHORUS OF FAMILY CHEERS and congratulations, Fernando’s only full brother, Jorge Nogueira Pessoa, was born on January 21, 1893. No one could have imagined that it was the beginning of the end of the Pessoa household. We see Jorge giggling in a baby photo, looking more robust than Fernando at the same age, but he was soon diagnosed with TB, contracted from his father, whose condition had taken a sharp downward turn from which he would not recover. With no truly effective cure for it until the discovery of antibiotics, tuberculosis was woefully common around most of the globe. Joaquim’s worsening symptoms included an obstinate cough that thwarted his sleep, and no doubt his wife’s.

It was a harrowing year for her and Fernando, surrounded as they were by sickness, dementia, and impending death. While Maria cared for her baby, her mother-in-law, and her husband, Fernando retreated a little more into himself. By May it was obvious that Joaquim, who had quit working altogether, would not hold on much longer. One of his cousins, Lisbela Pessoa Machado (1845–1929), came up from the Algarve to stay with the family and help out. She could sympathize with everyone, since she herself had married a man with TB—a twenty-two-year-old soldier who died in 1873, fourteen months after the wedding. The baby girl she had by the soldier also died, after just a few weeks. Lisbela, well-to-do but unattractive, remained a widow and childless. She was delighted to be godmother to Jorge, and she cultivated her relationship with the first-born son, Fernando. When he was two going on three, he and his parents had visited her in Tavira, where she split her time between a house in the town and a farmhouse outside it, perched on top of a hill. Lisbela was the only paternal relative Pessoa would remain close to as an adult—their closeness being ensured, as we shall see, by her financial patronage.1

Joaquim Pessoa calmly played out his part as a man condemned to fight a doomed battle, resorting to alternative treatments as well as some of the usual remedies then in vogue for combating tuberculosis, such as quinine, arsenic, and salubrious country air. It was for a change of air that his physician, João Korth, sent him to Caneças, a village just outside Lisbon that was like a humble version, without the mountains or the magic, of the Swiss town whose sanatorium was immortalized by Thomas Mann. Its mineral waters—sold in clay jugs throughout the capital—were reputed to alleviate all kinds of ailments, and its pure, invigorating air was recommended for diseased lungs.

Caneças was a poor village, with nothing like a sanatorium, but those doing a cure could stay at the Hotel Progresso, which got high marks for its cleanliness, good food, and friendly staff.2 Joaquim checked into the hotel on May 19, 1893, accompanied by Fernando and by the boy’s maternal grandmother, Madalena, who usually lived with the family of her older daughter, Anica. A year after Fernando’s birth, his aunt Anica had married a cousin from the island of Terceira, João Nogueira de Freitas. They’d been living on the mainland for the last eighteen months but were now getting ready to return to the Azores with Grandma Madalena and their two children: Mário, who was two years old, and Maria, less than two months old. These were Fernando’s only first cousins. When they grew up, he and Mário would be almost like brothers, albeit brothers who had few interests in common.

Joaquim Pessoa wrote a daily letter from Caneças to his wife, reporting on his health, on Fernando, and on his mother-in-law. Maria kept him updated on tiny Jorge and on her mother-in-law, Dionísia, who was in one of her bad periods, self-absorbed but at the same time given to nervous outbursts. These were more apt to occur if she was left alone with the housekeepers, and Maria, understandably, became somewhat exasperated. She had preferred, initially, to say little about Dionísia in the letters she sent her husband, who chided her on that account. “My mother knows that I’ve come here, and you’ve told me nothing,” he wrote on May 23, to which she replied by questioning whether his mother had even that much mental awareness. Joaquim’s letter to her of May 26 begins:


I received your note a short while ago and am very worried about my mother. You say she’s demented and feeble-minded, but the fact is she keeps having these agitated fits, which are what I most fear and which leave her prostrate. If she just remained calm, that would at least be a sad consolation. As it is, she suffers from both troubles.



Dionísia was bound to get short shrift from her daughter-in-law, who was preoccupied with her husband, attending to his almost daily requests to send one thing or another to Caneças.

On May 28 Maria and the baby, Jorge, took a horse-drawn carriage to Caneças, returning to Lisbon that evening with Fernando. Joaquim began to get impatient with his cure. Now he had only his mother-in-law to talk to or play cards with, the weather had turned too cool and damp for him to take walks, and his physical condition was not improving. Dr. Korth, like Joaquim’s previous physician, was a homeopath, but the things he prescribed were upsetting the patient’s stomach and made no dent in his fever, which stubbornly remained above 100 degrees, leaving him weak and listless. Against the doctor’s orders, Joaquim medicated himself with solutions of quinine and arsenic. His fever went down a little, then shot back up. He finally decided to return to Lisbon, arriving there on Saturday, June 3. He had instructed his wife to buy fresh fish or else cook the traditional Portuguese salt cod for lunch, but she wasn’t to worry about dessert, since he could buy excellent cakes and cookies near Caneças. Everyone did their best to ignore his growing pallor, his spectral gaze, the cough now soft and intermittent, now uncontrollable.3

June 13 was Fernando’s fifth birthday. It was celebrated in style, with lots of food, lots of desserts, and more people than he had ever seen the dining room accommodate. All his close relatives were there: his parents, his baby brother, both grandmothers, Aunt Anica and Uncle João, and his cousins, Mário and Maria. There was his favorite great-aunt—named Maria, like his mother—and her husband, Manuel Gualdino da Cunha. The childless couple lived in Pedrouços, an outlying neighborhood, and doted on Fernando. There were other great-aunts, plus their husbands and children. And “Aunt” Lisbela, as she was called by her young cousin once removed, was surely still in Lisbon to help commemorate the special day. It became more special as the years went by. In 1930, on his forty-second birthday, Pessoa would write a poem dramatically depicting the birthdays of his childhood, when he still “enjoyed the good health of understanding nothing.” The sixth stanza is particularly evocative:


I see it all again, so vivid it blinds me to what’s here …

The table with extra place settings, fancier china, more glasses,

The sideboard full of sweets and fruits, and other things in the shadow of the lower shelf.

Elderly aunts, different cousins, and all for my sake,

Back when they used to celebrate my birthday.



The poem’s first two lines—the second of which reads like a statement of logic, as if the boy’s happiness were a corollary of no one yet having died—make it clear that the author had his fifth birthday in mind:


Back when they used to celebrate my birthday

I was happy and no one was dead.



Two days later, on June 15, Joaquim sought healthier air in another village, Telheiras, just north of Lisbon, where he stayed at the house of his friend Dr. Korth, who was there with him to monitor his condition. On June 17 he remarked in a brief letter to his wife: “Today is my mother’s birthday. How sad! What if she should remember?” Chances are that she did not. A week or so later he went to Lisbon for the day, and at the beginning of July he spent the weekend there so as to bid farewell to Anica and her family, including his mother-in-law, before they set sail for Terceira, on July 5. On the tenth, Maria Nogueira Pessoa took the two boys to visit their father in Telheiras. The next day he wrote her of a splitting headache that had kept him from sleeping for the past four nights. His letter of July 12, 1893, complained of the same headache, and of chills. “I feel feverish and don’t know what this might be,” he added, telling Maria of his intention to go home the next day, though he wished he could go that same day. “I don’t know what this might be,” he reiterated, “I know that I’m greatly out of sorts and feel very feverish.”

He got his wish, returning not the next day but that very same day to Lisbon and to his family on Largo de São Carlos. To drag his enervated body up the four flights of stairs, even with assistance, was like climbing four steep hills. However much he wanted to hold his loved ones, he was coughing and would have avoided getting too close to Fernando. By then, TB was known to be an infectious rather than inherited disease. Joaquim naturally gazed around at the familiar surroundings, already feeling far away from the solid, well-made furniture, the piano, the shelves full of books, his blue and white porcelain, his wife and two sons. His normally slender frame now looked even thinner, emaciated, and his face—also slender, with a prominent nose, dark eyes, well-shaped lips, and a sparse moustache—looked decisively haggard. Perhaps it was in that moment that Fernando, gazing at his father sitting there, just a few feet away and yet irrevocably distant, lost the “good health of understanding nothing.” Joaquim lay down but surely did not expect to sleep—afflicted by the same headache he had endured on previous nights, along with chills, sweating and a hacking, wet cough. Maria Madalena asked whether she should send for a priest. Joaquim shook his head. Like his freethinking father, he refused the Church’s last rites. The coughing subsided, liquid filled his tattered lungs, and at 5:15 a.m. he expired.4

✦

ALTHOUGH IT WAS A small consolation, Pessoa’s mother was pleased to see her husband’s obituary prominently displayed on the front page of the Diário de Notícias. The same edition of the paper announced the imminent arrival from Spain of the queen dowager, who would be met by her son, King Carlos I, and published an article on the previous day’s corrida at Lisbon’s new bullring, in Campo Pequeno. There was the usual assortment of political news, none of which was interesting, as well as a notice about a performance that evening by Ida Fuller, an American based in Paris famous for her “serpentine” dancing, which involved waving a profusion of long gossamer skirts high up in the air as colored lights shone through the flutter, creating impressive visual effects.5 Maria Madalena might have liked to attend that show, held at the Coliseum, had her married life with Joaquim turned out differently. The funeral was that same morning, no doubt followed by lunch with aunts, uncles, and cousins, who wanted to know about Joaquim’s last days. They probably discussed how she would manage with her two children, crazed mother-in-law, and the considerable expenses of maintaining such a large apartment. There were many things about his father, his grandmother, and his family’s finances that Fernando must have heard, or overheard, for the first time.

The apartment, with its enviable views of the Tagus, was suddenly much emptier, and Pessoa’s father was not the only thing missing. All the to-and-fro between Lisbon and Caneças, then Telheiras, all his mother’s chasing after this item of clothing and that medication requested by Joaquim in his letters, her anxious looks as she opened and read those letters, the comforting presence of Lisbela in May and June, and the regular visits of Grandma Madalena, Aunt Anica, and his cousins, who had been living nearby as recently as ten days ago—it had all ceased. With Grandma Dionísia either mum or uttering nonsense, the young widow reeling between grief and a scary feeling of freedom, and tiny Jorge unable to do more than laugh or whine, Fernando absently wandered through the rooms or took refuge in his toys, games, imagination. His emotional behavior in the new circumstances is suggested by a passage from The Book of Disquiet in which the narrator, Bernardo Soares, describes his reaction as a three-year-old to the news that his father had died:


I remember his death as a grave silence during the first meals we ate after learning about it. I remember that the others would occasionally look at me. And I would look back, dumbly comprehending. Then I’d eat with more concentration, since they might, when I wasn’t looking, still be looking at me.6



The circumstances are not quite the same, since Soares’s father died by suicide and lived far away from his son, but Fernando was self-guarded like the child described, and he probably showed little outward emotion, despite his mother’s efforts to draw him out and dispel the gloom. Perhaps he was already using words—silently, in his head—to construct fictional worlds that were more to his liking than reality.

And what did he make of his half-mad grandmother? Unmitigated madness is easier to dismiss, to relegate to the realm of all those things that can’t touch us since we can’t identify with them. But someone who is half sane, half like us, challenges us to pause and wonder about the crazy half, and about the fact there can be two such different halves, like two persons in one. And Dionísia’s mental condition was not a simple dichotomy. She had more than two faces, since even in her “bad” periods she alternated between sullen withdrawal and exalted verbal eruptions. Who or where, in all of this, was the real Dionísia? Or were there various Dionísias, all different from one another yet all valid? For the people who lived with her, including Fernando, she was an unsettling, compelling demonstration that multiple personalities can dwell in one and the same human body.

✦

WHILE THEY HAD NOT spent beyond their means, the Pessoas had lived expansively on the income Joaquim pulled in from his two jobs, supplemented by a monthly contribution from his mother, who had income from savings and a widow’s pension. Now, with less money coming in, Maria was forced to downsize. In mid-November she moved with her two children, the two housekeepers, and her ailing mother-in-law into a smaller apartment at Rua de São Marçal, 104, a decent enough building but in a less prestigious neighborhood and without a good view of the Tagus. She took the piano, the table and matching chairs that had belonged to her parents, and enough of the remaining furnishings to comfortably outfit their new quarters. Everything else—including her late husband’s books and the fine Chinese porcelain—was sold at auction.7

The young widow liked her new home, which was less stately and cozier, and the move helped lighten her spirits. Her mother-in-law, unfortunately, started acting up again in December, shouting incoherently in the middle of the night, but the two boys were both doing well. Jorge, who had reacted badly to a smallpox vaccine in June, now looked strong and happy. He was a cute baby, according to all the relatives. “Jorge is almost eleven months old, and everyone tells me he’s very handsome,” commented Anica to her sister in a letter written that month from Terceira.

But no sooner had the baby’s mother read those words than he fell suddenly and seriously ill—it wasn’t clear whether from meningitis or something else.8 Instead of being able to just relax at all the lunches and dinners organized by her extended family between Christmas and New Year’s, Maria Madalena desperately tried to comfort and cure Jorge, closely following the doctor’s instructions and wondering how it was possible that so many things could go wrong in her life. At least Fernando was healthy and clever, and knew how to amuse himself when she couldn’t give him her full attention. All her effort, however, could do nothing to save Jorge, who died on January 2, 1894. The obituary in the loyal Diário de Notícias remarked the obvious: that this would redouble the grief of the family still in mourning over the death, six months earlier, of the paper’s longtime music critic.9

Maria Nogueira Pessoa, who was pragmatic as well as romantic, had managed to rise above the sorrow of losing her husband, but the fresh loss, this time of her own child, did indeed have a compounding effect, making misfortune loom like a destiny she would never escape from. And there was something besides death that was stalking her. She had left the old apartment and the old neighborhood, but she still had to deal with that weighty, absurd inheritance: old and demented Dionísia, whose only close relatives were her grandson and daughter-in-law. The truth of Maria’s situation was even worse, since she depended on her mother-in-law’s income to make ends meet.10

✦

THEN—AS HAPPENS IN FAIRY tales and also, less often, in real life—her fortune abruptly changed. In that same month of January, while running errands, she boarded one of the open-air, horse-drawn americanos that crisscrossed Lisbon. Imported from the United States, these streetcars traveled faster and more smoothly than carriages pulled over uneven, stone-paved roads. (Motorized streetcars, also imported from America, would not begin circulating until 1901.) Seated on one of the car’s wooden benches, Maria Madalena watched the storefronts and motley pedestrians slowly slip past. The genteel classes—whose gloves and stylish hats, including plumes for women, were indicators of social status—mixed freely on the streets with the plainly dressed, occasionally barefoot poor. At a certain point she realized that a man sitting across from her on the americano was watching her, discreetly but not too: he wanted her to notice that she was being noticed. She eyed him quickly, veered her gaze, then eyed him again. He had a broad forehead and full cheeks, a ruddy complexion, blue eyes, and an English-style moustache, with long whiskers pulled to each side. He must have made a casual remark to start a conversation, soon revealing that he was a ship’s captain who had sailed all over the world for the Portuguese navy. How unlike her late husband! She no doubt explained why she was dressed in black, and he responded with the usual condolences. She liked the sound of his voice and his polite yet self-confident manners. His name was João Miguel Rosa.11 She agreed to meet with him again, probably on the same streetcar—an expedient that Fernando Pessoa would also use, many years later, to rendezvous with a young woman.

The decorum of the day did not allow unaccompanied women to meet with men, and Maria Madalena was a widow still in mourning, which made everything even more complicated. The problem was not only how society might judge her but how he, this unexpected suitor, would interpret her every move. According to an old stereotype, widows were likely to be sexually rapacious and quite capable of dominating any man off his guard. So she and the captain proceeded slowly; nonetheless, the attraction was magnetic, and before long they declared to each other their love. Maria’s new sweetheart was many things that her first husband was not: close to her in age (four years older instead of eleven), strong and a little husky, outgoing, jovial, and serene. In her mind his whole being radiated serenity and safety. Though not himself an intellectual or a writer, he inspired Maria to write a number of adoring poems, one of which provides the basis for my description of his physical appearance.

Any poems Maria Madalena may have written to her first husband, or to his memory, have not survived.12 She had been a faithful companion to Joaquim Pessoa and much enamored of him in the beginning, but João Miguel Rosa, the man who would become her second husband, was the great love of her life. How could she justify to the world and to herself such a sudden and passionate attachment? Conventional morality would construe it as a kind of spiritual adultery, since Joaquim had been dead for less than a year. And to marry this gentleman without letting one or two years go by would, according to the same moral logic, count as spiritual bigamy. How, above all, could she tell her mother?

She didn’t tell her. The Lisbon relatives, however, quickly learned that Maria had a new romantic interest and encouraged her. Between a first husband whose body had wasted away, a mother-in-law whose mind was disintegrating, and a baby who had been snatched away from her by an uncertain illness, she had suffered more than enough. João Rosa was a solid, likable, and professionally successful individual who stood a good chance of making her happy. His only drawback was the itinerant nature of his work. Where in the far-flung Portuguese empire would he be sent to next? Certain posts in Africa and Asia were considered inhospitable for women, no doubt with good reason. For Fernando they would be even less advisable. He had his father’s physique—a little frail, ill suited for strenuous exertions or harsh environments.

✦

BORN IN LISBON IN 1857, João Miguel Rosa joined the Portuguese navy at age fourteen and began his life at sea two years later. After numerous commissions that took him all over the world—to Macau, Angola, Portuguese Guinea, England, South America, and, lastly, Mozambique, where he was part of the Portuguese East Africa fleet—Captain Rosa and his current ship, the Liberal, returned for a year to the home country, docking at Lisbon on December 24, 1893. One month later he met Pessoa’s mother. He had four or five weeks to woo her before sailing with the Liberal up to Porto, where it participated in festivities commemorating the great patron and promoter of Portugal’s maritime explorations, Prince Henry the Navigator, born in that city on March 4, 1394, exactly five hundred years earlier. Built in ancient times on the shores of the Douro River, at the point where it empties into the sea, Porto was an important shipping center, like Lisbon, and Rosa’s ship, in need of repairs and general maintenance, remained there for six months. This gave the captain plenty of time to continue courting his new darling.

The courtship was a formality, a piece of theater with a foregone conclusion, since they were already sure of each other’s love. Maria’s mother could sense that romance was in the air, and on March 5, 1894, she wrote her daughter from the Azores that, as a young and attractive widow, she should watch out for her reputation, being careful not to do anything that might raise eyebrows. In April, Maria finally let on that she had a serious boyfriend in a letter to her sister, Anica. Their mother, who was living under the same roof with Anica in Angra do Heroísmo, the capital of Terceira, read the letter and immediately shot off a missive once again warning her widowed daughter to proceed with caution: people would talk if they knew that, a mere nine months after laying her first husband to rest, she already had her eyes on another one. In the mother’s opinion, it was too soon for her daughter to take up with another man, but all the relatives in Lisbon had sterling things to say about João Miguel Rosa, whose only obvious character fault—fierce jealousy when another man so much as glanced at Maria—they easily pardoned.13

By June it emerged that João Rosa was due for a promotion, from ship’s captain to port captain, and Maria’s mother and sister suggested he try getting posted at the port of Angra do Heroísmo, a beautiful, well-preserved town that had once been a major port of call for trading vessels sailing between Europe, Africa, and the Americas. Uninhabited when the Portuguese explored and colonized them in the fifteenth century, the Azores were an early success story in Portugal’s program of overseas expansion, and Angra was the first settlement in the archipelago elevated to the status of a city. Various Portuguese royals had sojourned or taken refuge there, and the architecture of its historical center reflected the mercantile prosperity of former times. With its temperate climate and with close family members among its residents, Angra would make an ideal home for Fernando. The future groom and bride seemed to be receptive to the idea of moving there. Rosa made some inquiries at the navy’s placement office, and Maria asked her mother and Anica about the rental market for houses, but the idea soon faded, at least from the Lisbon side of the epistolary exchange with Terceira. Maria Madalena’s mother and sister held out hope.

By mid-September the Liberal was once more fit to sail, and for several months it was placed at the service of King Carlos, plying back and forth between Lisbon and the royal palace in nearby Cascais. In November the king issued an official note of commendation for the exemplary performance of Rosa and his crew. Finally, on December 14, 1894, João Rosa received his new title and commission: captain of the Mozambican port of Lourenço Marques (now Maputo).14 This qualified as one of the “unhealthy posts” that Maria’s mother considered unsuitable for ladies,15 but that did not deter the fiancée, who would probably have followed her captain anywhere in the world—even if it meant leaving her son behind.

Maria sent a telegram to Terceira to announce her imminent marriage and departure overseas, without revealing exactly where she and her husband would be going to live. Madalena Pinheiro Nogueira, who was not yet sixty but had health problems, boarded the next steamer for the mainland, anxious to bid her daughter and grandson farewell. Although the ship was reasonably comfortable, the voyage took five days. Lisbon’s port facilities were not yet well developed, so that large vessels usually had to anchor in the Tagus, with passengers and freight being taken to shore in small boats. After her ship had dropped anchor, on the morning of December 28, Maria’s mother was surprised to be met by her future son-in-law—like a Portuguese Captain Nemo come to the rescue. Mustering all his considerable charm for the occasion, he introduced himself with a bow, had a sailor from his crew take her luggage, and helped her onto the tender from the Liberal. Soon they reached Lisbon’s downtown wharf. With such a grand display of gallantry he easily won her over, as he had won over all the Lisbon relatives, some of whom were waiting for her at the wharf, but not Maria, who was sick with the flu. They all went to her apartment, where Fernando was excitedly waiting for his grandmother.16

The engaged couple wanted to get married the following month, January 1895, and sail together for Lourenço Marques, but unrest among indigenous peoples from the surrounding areas caused those plans to fizzle. Still without proper sanitation, and with most of its buildings huddled around the port, Lourenço Marques—which had fewer than three thousand inhabitants, about half of whom were Portuguese—was like a frontier town next to the sea, isolated and vulnerable. Portugal had never completely and securely controlled Angola, Portuguese Guinea (now Guinea-Bissau), or Mozambique, its three colonies on the African mainland. For several centuries it had only been interested in controlling trade—of slaves, ivory, and other profitable commodities.

With the end of the slave trade, and given its shrinking position in worldwide trade generally, Portugal slowly changed its African strategy to one of using native labor to extract minerals and grow crops for export. This same model had already been successfully used in Brazil and on the islands of São Tomé and Príncipe, where African slaves mined gold or else cultivated sugar, cocoa, and coffee. (São Tomé and Príncipe, like the Cape Verde Islands, were uninhabited when discovered by the Portuguese, who peopled them with Africans from the mainland and exiled Jews from Portugal.) Although slavery had finally been abolished in Brazil in 1888, exactly one month before Pessoa was born, the use of African labor in conditions sometimes reminiscent of slavery would continue.

In addition to economic considerations, the increasing threat of encroachment by other colonial powers induced the Portuguese to assert more forcefully and visibly their authority over native Africans. This policy met with armed resistance in southern Mozambique, much of which was occupied by the powerful Gaza empire, ruled by King Ngungunhane. A revolt among several Mozambican tribes seemed to have been quelled toward the end of 1894, but on January 7, 1895, three thousand rebels attacked. The rebels killed two white overseers and a number of laborers working on the rail line that led out of Lourenço Marques, connecting it to Pretoria and the Transvaal mines.17 Surprised by this unexpected show of strength, the Portuguese decided to mobilize more troops and mount a full-scale combat mission against the native insurgents. With Lourenço Marques gearing up for war, it was not by anyone’s reckoning a good place for a young European wife to be. On January 17, Maria Madalena aired her disappointment in a letter to her cousin Jaime de Andrade Neves, who was studying medicine in Paris and would eventually become Fernando Pessoa’s doctor:


Mother is here in Lisbon, she came for my wedding, which was supposed to take place this month, but as you’ve probably heard, I was planning to go to Lourenço Marques, and these recent events, the uprisings of the blacks, have made that impossible, at least for now. I’m devastated, since my fiancé will have to go without me, and the pain of separation is almost too much for my heart to bear. Such is my fate—how can I escape it?18



Like virtually everyone else in Portugal and the rest of Europe, Maria Madalena never stopped to wonder about the moral propriety of using whatever means were necessary to impose foreign control over black people’s ancestral homelands. Her son would eventually become a critic of Portuguese colonialism, saying it was a symptom of national decadence, but only rarely would he show any concern for the rights and welfare of the colonized.

Captain Rosa departed from Lisbon in mid-February 1895, and eventually he would receive a gold medal for his participation in the campaign to subdue the Mozambican rebels—though he himself bore no arms; his role was logistical. When he assumed his duties as port captain in Lourenço Marques on March 16, his first order of business was to boost the port’s capacity to handle the increased traffic of troops and equipment arriving from Europe. This he did by purchasing and transporting barges from the South African ports of Durban and Port Elizabeth, both of which served British colonies. Rosa was expected to remain in Mozambique for at least six months, after which he hoped to obtain a transfer and return to Lisbon between assignments to marry his fiancée. The bride-in-waiting’s mother, entrenched in Lisbon, was determined to see her daughter wedded before returning home to the Azores.19 Good news came in September, when the port captain was tapped to become the next Portuguese consul in Durban, the largest city in the British colony of Natal. Rosa sailed southward from Lourenço Marques on October 3, reaching Durban two days later, and soon thereafter a wedding date was set: December 30, 1895, Maria’s thirty-fourth birthday.20

Meanwhile the Portuguese forces in Mozambique, tasked with solving the problem of indigenous resistance once and for all, continued to do battle until, in December, they finally captured King Ngungunhane, who was dispatched to the mother country, to be shown off in Lisbon like a trophy, along with his cook, several other men, and seven of his favorite wives. In a reversal of fortunes that must have startled Pessoa’s mother, whose plans to go with her beloved to Mozambique had been foiled by the “uprisings of the blacks,” the defeated African king was exiled to her hometown, Angra do Heroísmo, where he lived from 1896 until his death ten years later—without any of his wives, since Catholic morality was unwilling to countenance polygamy. He learned to speak, read and write Portuguese, adopted European-style clothing, was baptized by the local bishop, and drank heavily. The seven wives were exiled to São Tomé.fn1




CHAPTER 3

SEEING HIS MOTHER FALL SO PASSIONATELY IN love was a deeply unsettling experience for Fernando. In late January 1894, six months after his father had died and just a few weeks after his baby brother’s death, there she was lilting about their home on Rua de São Marçal in a state of at least mild euphoria, which someone in love cannot help feeling, no matter how many widow’s weeds she may be wearing. It was a strange sight, the more so since he was initially in the dark about whom she had met and what that man meant to her. If she mentioned the navy officer at all, it was with feigned nonchalance. The boy may have heard her whispering excitedly to Joana, the head housekeeper, with whom she had a close rapport, but he had no idea what it was about. Only after seeing them together a few times would he realize how special the captain was to his mother, and that did not happen for a few months. Unless chaperoned, reputable single women did not receive male visitors, and Maria Madalena, even with a duenna, did not admit João Rosa into her home until the end of 1894, when her mother arrived.1 Budding sweethearts arranged to meet in public places, or at family gatherings. It was undoubtedly at such a gathering that Fernando first met the athletic, affable man who would become his stepfather, but he did not fully understand that his mother was in love with him until shortly after his sixth birthday, in June. Fernando made a written note of that momentous, possibly shattering awareness more than thirty years later, on a sheet of paper correlating planetary conjunctions from his astrological chart with key events in his life.2

Pessoa’s first biographer, João Gaspar Simões, has been criticized for molding his subject into a too rigidly Freudian tale of personal development. An early chapter of that tale has young Fernando competing with João Miguel Rosa for his mother’s affection, which was surely the case.3 He could not have acted any differently. Now that he had lost his father and only sibling, his mother had gone from being the privileged to the almost exclusive object of his own tender love. The elderly housekeepers kept the boy company when she was absent, but their attention was a poor substitute for hers. Indeed he might have preferred to play on his own, to read, which he could already do quite well, to go places in his imagination, and to brood. Any normal child in Fernando’s situation would react with jealousy to this newcomer who had the capacity to alter his mother’s mood in ways he himself never could. And Fernando Pessoa, despite his sometimes idiosyncratic social behavior, had perfectly normal emotional reactions.

The only problem with Gaspar Simões’s reading on this particular point was that he overemphasized it—as if Fernando’s jealousy were somehow out of the ordinary, or as if he nurtured actively homicidal thoughts toward his rival. A vague thought of slipping some rat poison into the captain’s coffee may have sprung up in the boy’s effervescent imagination, but João Rosa went out of his way to win over Fernando, and before long they were friends, getting on well together. So wrote Maria to her relations in Terceira, no doubt with exaggerated optimism, seeing problem-free harmony where there was strategic accommodation and reluctant acceptance—the normal stuff of human relations operating under strain.4

Less normal was Fernando’s intellectual response to all that had happened in recent months—the two family deaths, the change of address, and the changes in his mother, from listless and dejected to lively and cheerful, full of restless energy. While it is odd, and perhaps not strictly correct, to use the word “intellectual” with respect to a five- or six-year-old boy, Fernando, besides reacting to events on an emotional level, was already responding to them as a thinker, contemplating them from a distance, observing specific behaviors—his and other people’s—and extrapolating to arrive at more general rules of human conduct. And underlying all human behavior, he learned very early, was an instinctive drive to survive, to keep going—what Schopenhauer, a philosopher he would come to admire years later, characterized as blind will, blind striving. No less strange for Fernando than the fact that things end, including things as enormous and profound as his father’s soul, was the fact that life continues, inexorably. His mother had already found another husband to replace the one she had lost. As for little Jorge, Aunt Anica pointed out in a letter sent to her sister several weeks after the baby’s death that the poor creature was consumptive, and had God allowed him to survive it would have meant a “perpetual torment” for both child and mother until the inescapable end arrived, so just as well he died now. And Anica went on, naturally enough, to tell about her own two children—Mário with his new boots and Maria with her new baby shoes.5

Pessoa’s writings refer repeatedly to the unique suffering of a mother who loses a son. They also mention how quickly that suffering is bound to pass and the son’s memory fade into the dull background of conscious thought. A tragicomic, undated poem signed by the heteronym Álvaro de Campos tells of a family that, thanks to a tidy sum of insurance money, laughs and celebrates after the mother’s baby is run over by a car and killed.


Thus an entire house was wallpapered.

Thus the last installment on the furniture was paid.

Poor baby.

But if it hadn’t been run over, who would pay the bills?6



Even without insurance money, humanity, according to The Book of Disquiet, “keeps on eating and loving, weeping over only what it must weep, and for as short a time as possible—over the death of a son, for instance, who is soon forgotten except on his birthday.” Another passage in the same book notes how easily a mother who loses her son “laughs and is back to normal in a few months’ time.”7 And a Campos poem from 1929 turns that theoretical mother into a specific one:


The lady who lives at #14 was laughing today at the door

Where a month ago her little boy was carried out in a coffin.

She laughed naturally, wholeheartedly,

And she’s right: life goes on.

Grief doesn’t last because grief doesn’t last.8



The building number, 14, is suspiciously similar to the 104 of the street address where Fernando lived with his widowed mother. She was the lady who laughed while still mourning. Within a month after tiny Jorge’s death, Maria was too filled with bliss over her love for the captain to have any heart left for grief.

Despite the sarcasm of the Campos poem about the lucratively dead baby, Pessoa never reproached his mother for not remaining a widow and bereaved mother, mournfully “faithful” to the memories of her husband and her second son. At the age of five or six, it would not yet have occurred to Pessoa that his mother was fallible; once he had grown up, he judged her behavior to be typically human, and healthy: “And she’s right: life goes on.” Nor was his own behavior essentially different. He was not a mourner. He moved on, albeit more slowly and reluctantly. It bothered him that he moved, that everyone moved, and nothing stayed in one place or one state for long.

A year or so after the losses of his father and brother, what Fernando felt was probably not classifiable as grief. It was more like bewilderment, as if, obscurely, the rapid turn of events and feelings, particularly those he noted in his mother after she met Captain João Rosa, had led him to wonder: “Is there anything sacred? Is anything permanent?” These were questions he would ask outright as he got older. The first one, which was harder to decide on, motivated his spiritual search. The answer to the second question, which was a definite no, would prompt several sets of additional questions. On the one hand: “How can something be and then stop being? If something stops being, did it ever have true being to begin with?” And conversely: “How can something not be and then suddenly be? Did it have some sort of pre-being? Is the potential to exist already a form of existence?” In 1894 all of this questioning was still inchoate, of course, but the urge to question was strong, goading him to learn more words, more grammar, and more concepts, along with the art of combining them into precision tools for exploring and expressing.

✦

TWO STUDIO PORTRAITS OF Fernando at around age six show a boy who looks misplaced, as if he no longer belonged to childhood. In a photograph of him posing on a tricycle, he looks at the camera with an air of befuddlement, as if he doesn’t understand where he is, or why. In a head shot from the same session, his expression is disturbingly serious—not exactly sad, but sullen, preoccupied.9 Yet in spite of his adultishly pensive manner, Fernando was still a child, and he enjoyed being one. He was fond of reading but also of playing: with balls, tin soldiers, and other toys. He especially liked board games—and he would invent some of his own as a teenager and adult. In the fall of 1894, his mother mentioned in a letter to her family that he was doing “very well in his lessons,”10 which he may have received in a schoolroom, but it is more likely that she or a private teacher gave him lessons at home. And she had probably helped him learn how to read, though he claimed to have taught himself.11

Pessoa’s great-aunt Maria also contributed to his early education. Fernando often stayed with her and her husband—known in the family as Uncle Cunha—at their house in Pedrouços on the western edge of Lisbon, where he had his own bedroom, full of toys, and a backyard to play in. He would later describe this great-aunt as a cultivated woman in the style of the eighteenth century—“skeptical about religion, aristocratic and a royalist, and not admitting skepticism in the masses”—and he left a copy of one of her sonnets that he knew by heart.12 The final tercet reads:


Know that in my soul, for many years now,

A true and intimate disbelief

Has made the whole world a desert for me.



This aridity seems to confirm Pessoa’s assertion that she had little “female tenderness,” but he also noted that he was the privileged recipient of her affections. In fact both she and Uncle Cunha treated Fernando like a prince.

Whereas his wife fostered the boy’s intellectual development, Uncle Cunha, a gregarious fellow, liked to take Fernando along when running errands or making the rounds to visit friends. One of their regular stopping places was the newsroom of the Correio da Noite, the official paper of the Progressive Party, which Cunha fervently supported. As the staff of journalists drafted the stories that would be published late that afternoon, he talked with them about the day’s events and showed off his grandnephew, whom they adopted as a kind of mascot. They showed him how copy was produced in columns and how pages were laid out for printing. Completely fascinated, Fernando stored away what he learned for future use.

Uncle Cunha, who spent long hours playing games with Fernando at Pedrouços, also introduced him to a more visceral entertainment: bullfights at Campo Pequeno. The corrida in Portugal had by then developed into the spectacle it is today, rather different from the one practiced in Spain. After first being stabbed in the back by a set of bandarilhas, which are like the Spanish banderillas, the weakened bull faces eight unarmed, unprotected men known as forcados, one of whom will grab the head of the charging animal, holding on tight while the others bring it down. The bull is not killed in the ring, making the spectacle less gruesome to watch but no less painful for the wounded creature, which is taken to a slaughterhouse, where it will endure, in all likelihood, more suffering than if it had been killed quickly. In Portugal as in Spain, the corrida is associated with a subculture that prizes national traditions, family pedigree, bravery, honor, the noble gesture, and manliness. Though they didn’t necessarily belong to the subculture, a number of Pessoa’s maternal relatives were aficionados of the corrida, a popular pastime on the island of Terceira. Pessoa did not become a fan.

Music was more to Fernando’s liking. With Uncle Cunha, and sometimes Aunt Maria, he attended concerts and the opera, which might seem a bit much for a small boy, but in those days opera was a form of popular entertainment, and even adult spectators were not always well behaved. They might have ongoing conversations or even play cards while a diva was reaching the high notes of an aria. If she was good, they might also roar with applause. When he was six and a half, Pessoa’s uncle took him to an Italian opera that a reviewer for a Lisbon paper declared to be virtually inaudible. “So loud was the hubbub and the shouting of the audience that no one could tell what was being sung, except vaguely.”13

Thanks to Aunt Maria and Uncle Cunha, no less than to his own parents, Fernando was raised with an unusually large amount of culture—literature and music but also bullfighting, journalism, and politics. More important, for his future development, was this great-uncle’s talent and fondness for making up elaborate stories that imitated and ran parallel to real life, like serial dramas that keep on going, with no end in sight. One of the stories involved Fernando running for office to become the representative of an imaginary town. It was a story that for Pessoa would continue, astonishingly, into young adulthood, when he used a mimeograph to produce a couple of “newspapers” linked to make-believe political parties and filled with facetious reportage on the activities of “Congressman” Pessoa and various cousins and family friends converted into pseudo-politicians.14

✦

BY THE TIME THEY reach puberty, most children lose the ability to believe, or to passionately act as if they believed, in things they know are unreal. That was not the case for the future inventor of heteronyms, descendants from a long line of literary alter egos that he traced back to his early childhood. Pessoa wrote two accounts of how the heteronyms evolved. The first dates from around 1930:


Ever since I was a child, I’ve felt the need to enlarge the world with fictitious personalities—dreams of mine that were carefully crafted, envisaged with photographic clarity, and fathomed to the depths of their souls. When I was just five years old, an isolated child and quite content to be isolated, I already enjoyed the company of certain characters from my dreams, including a Captain Thibeaut, the Chevalier de Pas, and various others whom I’ve forgotten, and whose forgetting—like my imperfect memory of the two I just named—is one of my life’s great regrets.

This may seem merely like a child’s imagination that gives life to dolls. But it was more than that. I intensely conceived those characters with no need of dolls. Distinctly visible in my ongoing dream, they were utterly human realities for me, which any doll—because unreal—would have spoiled. They were people.15



These “carefully crafted” dreams featuring two Frenchmen were, of course, daydreams, which together formed an “ongoing dream” as vivid and satisfying as life itself, which is why the boy could feel “quite content” being “an isolated child.” Or was it Pessoa’s retrospective explanation of his daydreaming that was carefully crafted, and injected with hyperbole? The people and situations of our sleeping dreams can make our heart race, strike us with terror, excite us sexually, or instill in us a religious peace. Pessoa would have us believe that his waking dreams were similarly realistic and emotionally powerful. Maybe they were. Harder to believe is that their power to compete with reality not only continued, it increased to the point of redefining his reality:


And instead of ending with my childhood, this tendency expanded in my adolescence, taking firmer root with each passing year, until it became my natural way of being. Today I have no personality: I have divided all my humanness among the various authors whom I’ve served as literary executor. Today I am the meeting-place of a small humanity that belongs only to me.



Pessoa’s second explanation of the genesis of the heteronyms is from 1935. It states that the Chevalier de Pas emerged when he was six years old, rather than five, and that the knight had a kind of rival whose similarly foreign name he could no longer remember—presumably Captain Thibeaut, mentioned in the earlier account. Inspired by adventure stories, and with the collaboration of his playful uncle Cunha, Fernando apparently pitted the knight against the captain in fantastic combat. More significantly, the six-year-old reportedly wrote letters to himself in the name of the knight, thus initiating a lifelong practice of writing as someone else. The French pas can mean either “not” or “footstep,” and scholars have speculated about exactly what young Fernando had in mind for the Chevalier de Pas—whether he was a knight on the go or the Knight of No. Probably nothing so consciously elaborated. Like Thibeaut, de Pas is a surname that he might have come across in one of his father’s books, many of which were in French. But the most likely origin of the Chevalier was Uncle Cunha’s fertile imagination.

No letters from the imaginary French knight have survived, but Fernando inscribed his name in The Floral Birthday Book, a Victorian creation that belonged to his mother and now belongs to the Casa Fernando Pessoa.fn1 For each day of the year there is an engraved flower, a short poem, and space for entering the names of friends and relatives born on that day. Among the many names in the book neatly recorded by Maria Madalena are two registers, for July 1 and again for July 11, in the childish script of her small son: “Cavalier de pá” and “le Chavalier de pá.” These are the oldest surviving examples of Pessoa’s handwriting, dating from 1894 or 1895.

Pessoa did not make extravagant, mystical claims for his incipient heteronymy. His invented companions were imagined and experienced with an intensity unusual even for a child (“they were utterly human realities for me”), and to write letters to oneself in someone else’s name is an unusual activity at any age. But many children before and after Fernando Pessoa have conversed and spent time with friends who are purely mental fabrications, without any accompanying doll or other physical prop, and it’s unusual but perhaps not extraordinary for a boy who sees his mother constantly writing and receiving letters—a steady stream of them flowed between Maria Madalena Pessoa and her family in the Azores—to imitatively write and receive his own. It was the irrepressible Uncle Cunha, however, who directly inspired and fostered Fernando’s imaginary universe. Besides inventing make-believe politicians, aristocrats, and military men, this elderly relative regaled his great-nephew with tales of international wars between humanized crickets, beetles, ants, and monkeys. Fernando did not just sit and listen; he helped invent the characters and their deeds.

Posterity was unkind to the memory of Manuel Gualdino da Cunha. João Gaspar Simões, in his biography from 1950, reported that this jovial fellow was well liked among all the relatives but practically illiterate, to the point of almost having to sign documents with an X. This thumbnail portrayal, the second half of which was completely erroneous, was offered to the biographer by Pessoa’s half sister, who never met Uncle Cunha but who heard all about him from Fernando. Perhaps Pessoa was responsible for leading her into error. He owed a lot to this great-uncle and may have wanted to conceal his debt. In 1914 Pessoa explained to a friend interested in his early literary influences that Aunt Maria, Cunha’s wife, was an intellectual and wrote poetry, but he never told anyone about how Uncle Cunha took him to the opera and introduced him to the behind-the-scenes world of journalism. When he later revealed that a Captain Thibeaut and a Chevalier de Pas had enlivened his solitary childhood, he neglected to mention that they were part of a world of let’s pretend constructed with the help of his uncle. The crucial role of this man for the development of Pessoa and his para-universe of fictional personalities came to light only in the twenty-first century, when the poet’s niece, Manuela Nogueira, found and published some of Uncle Cunha’s letters to Fernando.16

✦

ALONGSIDE THE INVISIBLE WORLD of his made-up characters, Fernando had tangible dolls and tin soldiers that he talked to and put into action, christening some of them with names. And during Carnival he himself, like other Portuguese children, would dress up and become someone exotic. When he was five going on six he was a Spanish lady, and the next year a Zouave—complete with breeches, sword, knapsack, musket, and moustache. It was his mother who sewed his costumes and decked him out. Being in love with the captain did not make her less dedicated to her son. Although she did not give him formal piano lessons, she taught him to tap out some simple melodies and let him make whatever music he could. In the summer months she took him to the countryside and to the beach, so that he could breathe fresh air and bathe in seawater, which was supposed to stimulate bodily functions and help stave off diseases. When, at the age of seven, he started to collect postage stamps, she relayed his request for old and rare issues to the relatives on Terceira.

Fernando’s mother and her sister, Anica, sent each other parcels as well as letters by the twice-monthly steamers connecting the Azores with the mainland. Maria Madalena posted clothing, shoes, and hats. From Terceira she received shipments of butter, various kinds of sausage, oranges, and other foods. Fernando specifically asked for, and received, sweet potatoes.17

While Fernando was particularly fond of board games, playing cards, and reading, he had nothing against playing outside. In the partly autobiographical poem that concludes “Chuva oblíqua” (“Slanting Rain”), a sequence dating from 1914, the reminiscing narrator recalls tossing a ball against a garden wall. This would have been at the house of his great-aunt Maria and great-uncle Cunha, in Pedrouços. There are family photos of the boy, his mother, and assorted female relatives—no other children—posing on the house’s back porch, with the garden behind them. Uncle Cunha was the likely photographer.

Fernando had three other great-aunts besides Maria.fn2 All were born and raised in the Azores but ended up in Lisbon. There was a by then old tradition of people leaving those remote islands to try for a better life elsewhere. Large numbers of Azoreans had resettled in Brazil, responding to the demand for colonists in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Smaller numbers immigrated to New England, where the first Azoreans to put down roots worked on whaling ships from New Bedford and Nantucket. Melville, in Moby-Dick, remarked that whalers often stopped at the Azores to fill out their crews with “the hardy peasants of those rocky shores.” Poverty, stemming from the islands’ isolation and the periodic blights that ravaged crops, was the main driver behind migratory waves, which also took the islanders to California, Bermuda, and Hawaii. Better-off Azoreans such as Pessoa’s maternal forebears had little incentive to join these mass movements, but they often left home to pursue university studies in Coimbra or Paris and to forge their careers in places with more opportunities. A few went to Brazil, but a more frequent destination was the Portuguese mainland.

The majority of Fernando’s maternal relatives—his great-aunts, the men they married, and their children—were living in Lisbon, and he saw nearly all of them on a regular basis, but his cousins Mário and Maria, who were the only relatives close to him in age, grew up in the Azores. And so his companions in Lisbon were mostly adults, and not just any adults. The men all stood out in their chosen professions, and the women were unusually well-educated homemakers. The boy had to be on his toes to keep up with the conversation. Almost as a matter of social survival, he developed the capacity for processing and responding to other people’s ideas at an age when other children are still learning how to verbally exchange basic information and immediate feelings. What he did not learn was to interact with people his own age, which would have meant relying on instinct rather than intelligence. It’s as if his ability to consider, reflect, and reason were acquired at the expense of spontaneous expression.




CHAPTER 4

THE GATHERING SCANDAL KNOWN AS THE DREYFUS affair became a cause célèbre in December 1894, when Alfred Dreyfus, a Jewish captain in the French army, was convicted on flimsy evidence of treason. For the next twelve years, until he was exonerated, defenders of the captain’s innocence—and of secular republican values such as religious tolerance—pitted themselves against right-wing Catholics whose passions were stirred up by blatantly antisemitic rhetoric. In its ongoing coverage of the acrimonious war of words in France, the Portuguese press, particularly republican newspapers, consistently took the side of Dreyfus and denounced French antisemitism. But despite the absence of an anti-Jewish movement in fin de siècle Portugal, a sharp divide was growing, there as in France, between anticlerical republicans and Catholic traditionalists.1

Pessoa’s mother, an apathetic traditionalist, lately paid even less attention to politics than usual. That same December when Dreyfus was wrongly convicted, she was busy making plans for her imminent wedding and new life in Mozambique, looking through her wardrobe to decide what clothes she would pack for the warmer climate and pondering whether she should sell her furniture or put it in storage. The thought of starting all over again, in a different country with a different sort of husband, must have been a little intoxicating, but the dreamy prospect was intermittently interrupted by a dark consideration: she felt she could not risk taking her adored son to Africa, and she hated the thought of going without him. Fernando had been lucky not to contract tuberculosis, and his health was generally good, but his spindly frame made him more susceptible than most to flus and colds. How would he react to tropical fevers? She was too afraid to find out. In a letter sent to her sister, Anica, on January 4, 1895, one week after their mother had arrived at Lisbon from Terceira and three weeks after João Miguel Rosa was named captain of the port of Lourenço Marques, she was decided about what had to be done:


Fernando will go to the island with Mom. Mindful of the fact that this poor innocent has no father and will live far away from his mother for a long time, treat him like another son, and I’m sure he’ll be as affectionate as if he really were yours. You can’t imagine how hard it is for me to be separated from the boy. The pain is so strong and so deep that I don’t know how I’ll bear it. I suppose that God, who has given me courage for everything, will give me courage to endure this new blow, which will surely subtract years from my life. For me things never go completely right.



Grandma Madalena, in her own, contemporaneous letter to Anica, claimed that Fernando was excited about going back with her to the Azores, which strains credulity. If he showed a little excitement, it was because they didn’t tell him that the separation from his mother was likely to last for years. Aunt Maria and Uncle Cunha were pushing for the boy to live with them, which Grandma Madalena thought was a terrible idea. She felt they spoiled him too much, and they probably did. When Fernando visited the aging couple in Pedrouços, his indulgent great-aunt was known to say, “Everything in this house is yours, you can play and break what you like.”2 Growing up in Anica’s family, Fernando would receive loving care but also some needed discipline, as Madalena explained to her older daughter.

If indigenous Mozambicans had not chosen that moment to take up arms against the Portuguese colonizers, obliging Pessoa’s mother to postpone her marriage and departure to Africa, then Fernando Pessoa might have spent the rest of his childhood on the island of Terceira, in which case the rest of this story would be very different, or, more likely, there would be no story to merit a biography. Not only genes but also myriad contributions from one’s surroundings all combine to shape one of those rarely occurring specimens known as a genius. But behind a genius’s genetic endowments and the accidents of time and place, might there be higher forces at work? Might genius, after all, be a matter of destiny? This was a question that pestered Pessoa when he got older, like a housefly he could neither catch nor shoo away. It famously comes up in the sixth stanza of what many consider to be his greatest poem, “The Tobacco Shop”:


Genius? At this moment

A hundred thousand brains are dreaming they’re geniuses like me,

And it may be that history won’t remember even one,

All of their imagined conquests amounting to so much dung.

No, I don’t believe in me.

Insane asylums are full of lunatics with certainties!

Am I, who have no certainties, more right or less right?

No, not even in me …

In how many garrets and non-garrets of the world

Are self-convinced geniuses at this moment dreaming?



The poem was signed by never inhibited Álvaro de Campos, the heteronym Pessoa resorted to when he had something shocking to say or embarrassing to talk about—in this case, his own feeling of genius. I wonder, however, whether this professed self-doubt applies to anyone but Campos himself. Elsewhere Pessoa, writing under his own name and in English, called genius “the greatest curse that the Gods bless us with,” and he obviously considered himself to be one of the blessed. The blessing was a curse because of the responsibility it entailed. “What man of genius is one who is not haunted by a sense of a mission?” the poet rhetorically scribbled, again in English, on the back of an envelope dating from 1910.3 A man of genius who believes his gift comes from God, or from the gods, might naturally feel himself morally obliged to use it on behalf of others, but it is also possible that Pessoa’s missionary zeal contributed to the formation of his genius, without which his mission could not be carried out. In fact, the zeal was already firmly in place in his late teens, when the genius was still maturing. Pessoa’s genius, according to this line of thought, might have resulted from an ardent necessity, from a will to genius.

✦

FERNANDO PESSOA’S FIRST LITERARY composition was not an obvious indicator of future genius, but it did show how ingenious he was for a boy who had just turned seven. Although his mother’s Africa plans had been postponed, she was still committed to going there—or to wherever else her fiancé might be posted—and she still had in mind sending her son to the Azores to live with Aunt Anica and his cousins Mário and Maria. Wouldn’t that be better than subjecting him to a completely unfamiliar place, possibly rife with tropical diseases? This was a matter she occasionally discussed with her mother, who would continue to live with her until the end of 1895, and probably with her son as well, explaining to him the difficulties of life overseas, especially for a little boy. Fernando was not convinced. On July 26 he walked up to his mother, hands behind his back. She was fond of French novels and might have been reading one when, interrupted by her son, she looked up and smiled. “Yes, dear?” Just a few strands of white hair were faintly visible in her somewhat unruly curls, but her skin was still perfectly smooth, her gaze as soulful as ever.4 Looking bashfully at the floor, then at her, he recited:


To My Dear Mother

Here I am in Portugal,

The land where I was born.

However much I love it,

I love you even more.



As any normal mother would do, she hugged her brilliant little boy and told him not to worry, she loved him so much. She copied down the quatrain on a slip of paper and dated it, converting her son’s words into a written entreaty, which she could not ignore. Though part of her still wavered, the boy’s will prevailed. Together they would set sail (as they learned several months later) for the town of Durban, on the eastern seaboard of South Africa, where Fernando would always feel a little out of place, there but not all there, irremediably foreign. Strange soil, it turned out, was exactly what he needed for his kind of genius to flower.

João Miguel Rosa assumed his duties as Portugal’s consul in Durban on October 5, 1895. His new home lay only 350 miles south of Lourenço Marques, but how different! Durban had ten times more people, excellent port facilities, attractively laid out streets, English efficiency, and an assured air of prosperity. The town was not entirely new to Rosa, for in July 1893, when still a captain in the Portuguese East African fleet, he had sailed there with the Liberal and stayed for a whole month, rather longer than he was supposed to. The delay was due to the failure of the then Portuguese consul to promptly issue the bill of health needed for his vessel to return to Lourenço Marques. In fact, one of the major duties of the consulate in Durban was to provide ships bound for Portuguese ports with all the necessary paperwork. Besides issuing bills of health, which certified that the port of departure was free of contagious diseases and that no crew member had visible signs of disease, the consulate had to authenticate bills of lading and passenger lists. Delayed departures could be very costly, and after a string of short-lived consuls who did not excel at this part of their job, the Foreign Ministry decided to try out a ship’s captain and port administrator with enormous practical experience in maritime matters.5

✦

ON DECEMBER 30, 1895, the long-desired, long-delayed wedding between Pessoa’s mother and João Miguel Rosa finally took place in Lisbon at the baroque Church of Our Lady of Mercy—without the groom. It was yet another blow to the weary bride, who had dreamed of wearing a fancy dress made of black velvet for the occasion, but since the captain-turned-consul could not make a trip home so soon after taking up his new post, she had to settle for a wedding ceremony with his older brother, a gentleman with wild eyes and a walrus moustache whom she hardly knew, serving as proxy.6 This older brother, in other words, legally represented the groom, taking all the romance out of the occasion. A military officer himself, but an army man, Henrique was also a poet and intellectual, full of curiosity about philosophical questions, life’s origins and meaning, evolutionary theory, and new political movements such as socialism, anarchism, and republicanism. He would become an important influence on Fernando, who at this point knew nothing about the man, though he must have been impressed by the piercing intensity of the officer’s eyes.

Satisfied to see her daughter remarried to a man of good standing, Madalena Pinheiro Nogueira sailed home to Terceira on January 5. Her sojourn in Lisbon had lasted a full year, drawing her much closer to Fernando, her oldest grandchild, now seven and a half. She could not disagree that it was better, after all, for him to go with his mother to Africa rather than return with her to the Azores, but would she ever see him again? It would depend on her precarious health. The parting was probably even sadder for Fernando. Whereas Madalena had other grandchildren, Mário and Maria, waiting for her in Terceira, his other grandmother, Dionísia, inhabited a world all her own, accessible to no one else. At this point she was not even in the apartment on Rua de São Marçal. She had been admitted to Rilhafoles, Lisbon’s mental hospital, on May 3, 1895, after the neighbors warned that something had to be done or they would take matters into their own hands. The ranting had become so loud that, one night in April, Fernando’s mother and the two housekeepers had to take Dionísia from her bedroom and tie her down to a chair in the living room. His mother was kicked and bruised in the process.

After two months in the hospital, Dionísia was released, but the fits of uncontrollable screaming resumed, and she was readmitted on September 3. This time she would stay for over a year, with Pessoa’s great-aunt Maria looking after her needs and managing her finances. While Dionísia received more than enough money from her widow’s pension and investment income to cover her hospital bills and other expenses, Aunt Maria was an especially careful administrator, doing all she could to make the modest estate grow for the benefit of the only heir who would be entitled to it: Fernando Pessoa. In November 1896 Aunt Maria would bring Grandma Dionísia to live with her and Uncle Cunha at their home in Pedrouços, where Aunt Rita—the only great-aunt who never married—was by then also living.7

Maria Madalena Nogueira Rosa, as she now signed herself, put her piano and other furniture in storage, gave some things away, sold others, and on January 20, 1896, she and Fernando and Uncle Cunha—who accompanied them on the long voyage—were ready to depart on the SS Funchal, bound for Madeira, where they would continue their southward journey on a steamer originating from England. It was cool but not cold, a good day for setting sail. A number of Lisbon relatives—Great-aunts Rita, Maria, Carolina, and Adelaide, assorted cousins and spouses—came aboard to say their goodbyes to the three voyagers. Uncle Cunha was coming back soon enough, but it might be years before Fernando and his mother returned to Portugal. They would keep in touch through letters, being sure to inscribe “via London” on the envelope (otherwise, the missives could go astray), and it was important to send photos, especially of Fernando, since children at that age change so quickly. No doubt it would be a wonderful learning experience for the boy. But as the relatives chattered, someone suddenly noticed that Fernando was nowhere in sight, and a brief moment of panic ensued. They glanced up and down the decks, then searched inside the ship and, to their great relief, found him sprawled out on his berth in the cabin, concentratedly trying to work out a word game from a newspaper or a puzzle book.8 They might have guessed. Since there was no one to play with, he had snuck off to entertain himself with words—his ever dependable companions. More than any of the people he would meet or the things he would see during his South African experience, Fernando would treasure the new world of words opened up to him by the English language.

✦

FERNANDO PESSOA’S VERY FIRST lines of poetry, in the quatrain to his “Dear Mother,” don’t stand out for their poetic quality, even taking into account the tender age of their author, but they are remarkable for the patriotic sentiment they embody. Even if some seven-year-olds already have a clear idea of what constitutes a country, very few feel an affective attachment to one. True, those four lines were born out of an agenda, with Fernando’s declared love of Portugal serving to accentuate the much greater love he felt for his mother. But love of country was a concept he fully understood and a feeling he had already embraced, thanks to his politically passionate uncle Cunha. Neither of Pessoa’s parents was especially interested in politics, even if they read the newspaper and kept up with national and world affairs. As an adult, Pessoa was far better informed than they had ever been, often digesting three or four newspapers in a day. Yet he was apt to be indifferent to the world events that filled the front page—unless they impinged directly on Portugal. He would write, in The Book of Disquiet: “I’ve never thought twice about anything tragic that has happened in China. It’s just scenery in the distance, even if painted with blood and disease.”9

Pessoa felt a deeply emotional connection to Portugal, making it fair to call him a nationalist. But his nationalism was more about ameliorating than celebrating. His political writings—including a number of articles published in newspapers and magazines—criticized Portugal’s governing class, its provincialism, and its tendency to rely on foreign ideas instead of native ingenuity to find a way forward. The one book of poems in Portuguese he published, Mensagem (Message), was a plea to the nation to search its own history for the virtues and lessons that could help it emerge from its chronic state of anemia, which persisted even in periods of political and economic upheaval. Pessoa’s was not a lonely voice in the desert. Most writers of his generation felt duty bound to address the “problem” of Portugal and to take some sort of political stand. Pessoa lived during the most politicized and turbulent period of modern Portuguese history, marked by traumatic transitions from monarchy to republic and from republic to dictatorship, which inevitably shaped both his writing and his personal trajectory. When he was an infant still learning how to talk, such thoroughgoing changes in Portugal’s governing system were almost unimaginable, but then suddenly seemed possible and even likely, thanks to a diplomatic disaster that rocked the monarchy like a new, virtual earthquake: the British Ultimatum of 1890.

Pessoa was born at the end of a decades-long stretch of unusual political stability in Portugal. The constitutional monarchy—in place since 1822, but interrupted in 1828–1834 by a civil war—had settled into a system known as “rotativism,” with power seesawing between two major political formations. In the late nineteenth century it was the Progressive Party and the Regenerator Party that alternately controlled parliament, while the House of Braganza continued to fill the throne, as it had been doing since 1640. King Luís I, a man of science—he used part of his fortune to promote oceanographic research—and a translator of Shakespeare into Portuguese, died in October 1889, after a mostly calm and uneventful reign. He was succeeded by his twenty-six-year-old son, crowned King Carlos I. That was when everything began to fall apart, although through no particular fault of the new monarch. Along with the crown, he had inherited the problems and challenges of the Portuguese colonies. Poorly secured and administered, they were not a very profitable source of revenue, and soon they would become a source of deep mortification, about which King Carlos could do nothing except try to limit the damage.

The legally sanctioned enslavement of Africans, once promoted or at least condoned by most of Europe as well as the United States, was now sanctimoniously condemned by all, but foreign control of African lands and resources was acceptable and even commendable, insofar as it meant “developing” and “civilizing.” Germany was a relative newcomer to Africa, and it was at the invitation of its chancellor, Otto von Bismarck, that Europe’s colonial powers had recently met in Berlin to divvy up the south-lying continent or, more exactly, to draw up a joint certificate of approval and agreement as to who actually controlled what, or had the legitimate right to control it. Delegates from thirteen European nations and the United States attended the Berlin Conference, which opened in November 1884 at Bismarck’s official residence. After three months of haggling, the participating nations signed the Berlin Act, which defined European spheres of influence and recognized only a small handful of African nations—including, with notable irony, Liberia, a country colonized by ex-slaves from America—as safely independent.

The Portuguese, who boasted five of the oldest colonial possessions in Africa, also claimed commercial rights over the Congo River basin, based on the fact that they were the first Europeans to explore it, in the fifteenth century; but since they did not effectively occupy it, the conference balked. The requirement of effective, physical occupation to achieve international recognition of colonial claims also cast a menacing shadow over the so-called Pink Map, which featured a roughly horizontal band of pink stretching from Portuguese West Africa (Angola) to Portuguese East Africa (Mozambique) and including the land in between, equivalent to most of modern-day Zambia, Zimbabwe, and Malawi. In these parts, too, the Portuguese had arrived first but had no fixed settlements. Their pretension to a vast colony running from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean was rejected by the United Kingdom, which had its own interests to defend. Nevertheless, a year after the conference ended, in 1886, Portugal managed to get France and Germany to sign individual treaties that recognized its claim to the impressive swath of territory delimited by the Pink Map, which was officially published that same year.

The word for “pink” in Portuguese is cor-de-rosa, literally rose-colored, and it was as if the nation’s entire political culture were viewing southern Africa through rose-colored glasses. There were a few dissenters, who noted the unlikelihood of Britain’s coming around on the issue, as well as the practical difficulty of small and poorish Portugal trying to administer so much territory and to extract material advantages from it. But the majority accepted the argument that Portuguese Africa—in this new, enlarged pink version—could become another Brazil, which had been a great boon to the nation’s coffers. Besides material considerations, there was the matter of prestige. Here was pint-sized Portugal playing in the same league as Britain and France, far outpacing Spain in what came to be known, all too aptly, as the “scramble for Africa.”10 Without the slightest compunction—as if indigenous Africans were just part of the landscape, local prey to be slaughtered or subdued—colonial powers now rushed in to secure their claims and grab whatever chunks of unclaimed territory could still be found.

Seeking to comply with the criterion of physical occupation established at the Berlin Conference, Portugal sent military expeditions into the region between Angola and Mozambique. One such expedition ventured into the lands along the Shire River, in what is now Malawi, making treaties and offering Portuguese flags to a number of local chiefs. It was an area where David Livingstone (1813–1873) and other Scottish missionaries had spread Christianity and where British businessmen, linked to the missionaries, actively negotiated with African ivory hunters. Although Britain had not yet annexed this area, it opposed any attempt by Portugal to assert its sovereignty there. In August 1889 the British consul-general for the region warned the Portuguese expeditioners not to penetrate farther, but soon they did, clashing in November with the Makololo tribe, which was under nominal British protection. The indigenous forces were defeated, allowing the expedition to proceed northward on the Shire, and Portugal celebrated the victory.

Great Britain, embroiled in a fierce competition with France and Germany to expand its control in the southern continent, both for strategic as well as economic reasons, did not take kindly to the impudent behavior of politically insignificant Portugal. English newspapers called for retaliatory action, and on January 11, 1890, after concentrating some of its powerful navy near key ports along the African coast, the British government issued an ultimatum: Portugal had to immediately withdraw all its forces from the Shire region and two other disputed territories. If it did not accede to the demand that very day, diplomatic ties between the two countries would be severed. The unstated, concomitant consequence of a refusal would be a British military response in Africa—the invasion and occupation of territories in Angola or Mozambique, for instance. And there might be yet other reprisals. Portugal could not afford to see what form the British retaliation would take, for it was certain to be devastating, nor could it dream of going it alone in Europe and the world at large. Mighty Britain, Portugal’s ally since the fourteenth century,fn1 had helped defend it against the Spanish and more recently against the French, during the Napoleonic Wars. Unless King Carlos were willing to risk a much more serious debacle in Africa and jeopardize his nation’s long-term survival, he had no choice but to accept its short-term humiliation, acquiescing to the British demand.

Although it did not rock Portugal’s economy or change its standing in the world as a weak power that happened to have colonies, acquiescing to the Ultimatum had cataclysmic effects. It shattered all illusions, reifying for the Portuguese the feebleness and decadence into which their nation had long ago descended. The immediate reaction of the shocked public was extraordinarily virulent and seemingly unanimous: as soon as news of the king’s “betrayal” of the nation was out, people poured into Lisbon’s streets to protest. There were shouts of “Death to England!” and “Down with the Braganzas!”; the British consulate was stoned; and Portuguese flags were displayed at half-mast. The following weeks saw a massive boycott of all things British. Shops stopped selling British goods. Tailors quit using British patterns. Longshoremen refused to load or unload British ships. Capitalists withdrew their funds from British banks. Workers’ associations, municipalities, members of the Catholic episcopate, chambers of commerce, theater companies, farming cooperatives, student groups, even the Lisbon Zoo—all expressed solidarity with the protest movement. As for British subjects unlucky enough to be living in Lisbon, they had a hard time finding a barber who would cut their hair or a newsboy who would sell them a paper.11

The chief fomenter and beneficiary of so much public wrath was the Portuguese Republican Party, founded in 1876 but up until then not taken very seriously, even by those in the party, which had only a couple of deputies in parliament. Many early Republicans did not dream of overthrowing the constitutional monarchy, which was firmly in place and had lately not been doing such a bad job. They simply wanted to “republicanize” it. The Ultimatum and its political fallout completely changed the game. Seeing their opening, the Portuguese Republicans rushed in, rallying people to the cause of national honor and systematically bashing the two parties that held sway in the monarchical system. On January 31, 1891, the Republicans staged a revolt in Porto that was quickly crushed, but their ranks continued to swell—helped by the international recession of the early 1890s, which brought Portugal to the brink of bankruptcy—and regime change was now at the top of their agenda. It would take many years of chipping away at the monarchical establishment before they would finally prevail, and with a young poet named Fernando Pessoa on their side.

The British Ultimatum of 1890 not only kindled an enduring and eventually fatal disenchantment with the Portuguese monarchy, it also sparked an intense national reflection on the country’s Destiny, with all the historical and philosophical weightiness that capitalized word can bear. Was Portugal not a chosen country? Had its maritime enterprise of old not miraculously prevailed against all logical odds, thereby giving “new worlds to the World”? (This phrase is from Portugal’s national anthem, written in 1890 as a protest against the Ultimatum.) Might the insult Portugal had suffered from the British, serving as a tocsin, actually be a “sign of its resurgence” (quoting the anthem once more)?

While the present state of national stagnation had become an incontrovertible reality, the myth of a former age of grandeur grew new wings. Deploring the decadence in which the country floundered, the new nationalists looked ahead by looking backwards, to that distant past when diminutive Portugal grandly succeeded in spreading its influence around the world. To recapture some of that glorious past, they proposed reimagining and reinvesting in the Portuguese empire, which, despite having shrunk, still stretched not only as far as Cape Verde, São Tomé, western Africa, and southeast Africa, but also to the Asian lands of Goa, Macau, and East Timor. By a curious twist of history, the left-wing Republicans, besides being zealous advocates of freedom, equality, and justice for all men—women’s suffrage was not part of their program—were also the most vociferous defenders of Portuguese colonialism, which became a synonym of patriotism after the British affront of 1890.

Six years later, while Portugal was still smarting from its collective humiliation, Fernando Pessoa was taken to live in the British colony of Natal, South Africa, some fifteen hundred miles south and a little east of the Shire region that Portugal had claimed and that Britain forced it to unclaim. In Durban the future poet would receive not only a thoroughly English education but also an indoctrination into the social mores, political precepts, and imperialist attitudes of Great Britain. Except for British imperialism, Fernando Pessoa seemed to take it all on board, becoming Anglicized in many ways, yet claiming loyalty to Portugal in his adolescent writings. The obvious conclusion is that he felt divided between two cultures. It is possible, however, that he was merely and always pretending, changing color like a chameleon committed only to its own survival. This much is certain: he was a quick and intuitive learner, and one of the things he learned early on, even before going to Durban, is that truth is in the mind of the believer, just as beauty is in the eye of the beholder. His demented Grandma Dionísia, from her forever shifting point of view, had perfectly good reasons to rant on about whatever she ranted. It was at least partly her example that inspired an observation, written years later in the language Fernando was about to start learning. “When I consider how real and how true the things of his madness are to the madman, I cannot but agree with the essence of Protagoras’ statement: that man is the measure of all things.”12




CHAPTER 5

IT WAS A TWO-DAY VOYAGE FROM LISBON TO MADEIRA, where Fernando, his mother, and his uncle Cunha arrived on January 22, 1896. Sloping upward from the wide sweeping bay of Funchal, the capital and main port, was a hilly island whose verdant, subtropical landscape and mild year-round climate had made it a favored destination for “invalids” from Great Britain and the European continent, in particular those seeking to cure tuberculosis or alleviate its symptoms. Besides several sanatoria there were a number of hotels for regular tourists, one of which accommodated the three travelers, whose next steamer would depart in a week’s time. They spent their days seeing the sights and doing what tourists on the island did. This included taking a ride on one of the wicker toboggans that whizzed down from a hilltop neighborhood to the center of Funchal—an especially fun activity for a seven-year-old boy. But it became frightening when a piece of wood somehow flew into the toboggan and landed on Maria Madalena’s thigh, bruising it enough to lay her up for a couple of days.1 Fernando and Uncle Cunha continued to see sights on their own until the twenty-ninth, when they all boarded the Hawarden Castle, which had sailed out of London and would take them on a three-week voyage around the southern tip of Africa to Durban.2

The Hawarden was one of various midsized steamers (between four and five thousand tons) that transported mail, cargo, and passengers between Britain and South Africa. Since two competing shipping lines plied this route, they vied to make life on board as enjoyable as possible. There were stately lounges, recreational activities that included deck cricket and quoits, and evening entertainments such as dances and dress competitions. Fernando had brought along reading material, and his great-uncle was an endless source of invented adventure. “See those two suspicious-looking characters on the far end of the deck?” he said to his nephew. “English spies!” During the rest of the voyage he offered wild speculations about the nature of their covert activities.3 Fernando’s mother no doubt spent a part of each day teaching him some of the English she had learned as a girl.

Sailing through the Canaries, Fernando could see in the distance, rising up from the island of Tenerife, the lofty peak of Mount Teide, the world’s third largest volcano. He saw land again when the ship passed between the Cape Verde Islands and Senegal, but it did not stop there or anywhere else on the west African coast. The voyage southward was nearly always smooth, until the last several days before reaching Cape Town, when strong headwinds made even a steamer like the Hawarden pitch a little. A couple of hours before reaching dry land, the passengers could begin to make out broad and flat-topped Table Mountain, majestically hulking behind and above the still invisible city. A member of the crew, or a fellow passenger returning home, would have explained that to the left of the massive plateau is Devil’s Peak, while the peak on the right side is known as Lion’s Head. Slowly the city, with its grid of mostly narrow streets lined by low buildings, hove into view.4

The three voyagers from Lisbon had a whole day in which to tour the town, with its gabled houses and a few municipal buildings in the older, Cape Dutch style, although two of the most imposing structures—the Houses of Parliament and the Standard Bank—were British neoclassical. The best tourist attraction for Fernando was the Castle of Good Hope, a pentagonal fort built in the 1600s by the Dutch East India Company, which settled the area to serve as a refueling station for ships sailing between the Netherlands and the Dutch East Indies (present-day Indonesia). More intriguing than any of the architecture was the city’s human diversity, observable even without leaving the port zone: Britons, Dutch descendants, native Africans including Xhosa, Mfengu, and Mozambicans, some Indians, and a diversified ethnic group known as Cape Coloureds. The Cape Coloureds (as they are still called today) resulted from more than two hundred years of intermarriage between European settlers, indigenous peoples, and slaves brought to the Cape Colony from India and the Malay Archipelago as well as from other parts of Africa.

After dropping off some passengers and taking new ones aboard, the Hawarden continued southward and then east around the Cape of Good Hope, a commanding headland of jagged gray stone rising straight out of the sea. The site of treacherous gales in winter, and battered in all seasons by surging waves, it was initially christened the Cape of Storms by Portugal’s Bartolomeu Dias, the first European since ancient times to sail around it, in 1488. If Fernando was not already familiar with this piece of national history, Uncle Cunha enlightened him. Years later, Pessoa would write a poem in homage to the navigator.

The ship passed other rocky promontories before reaching the southernmost Cape Agulhas, where the Atlantic officially ends and the Indian Ocean begins. At that point the scenery changes, with the rugged shores gradually giving way to long stretches of sandy dunes as the coastline curves northeast, toward Port Elizabeth, where the Hawarden called two days after leaving Cape Town. It took another day to make East London, where the ship anchored off the Buffalo River, and a day and a half more to reach Durban, the largest city of the colony of Natal and the final port of call.

As the ship entered Natal Bay, the passengers saw on their left side the towering green headland called the Bluff, surmounted by a white lighthouse and a signal mast that communicated with incoming vessels through a system of raised flags. On their immediate right were the docks, where friends, relatives, and baggage handlers patiently waited. If they looked straight across the pear-shaped bay the passengers could see, along its indented shore, not only shipping-related warehouses and industries but also leisure boats moored to small piers, points for fishing and swimming, and wavy green slopes dotted by houses in the background. It was Friday, February 21, 1896.5 They debarked onto one of the docks at the Point, a long spit of land that bustled with cranes moving cargo up, over, and down, railway cars pulling in and out, dozens of dockworkers, sailors of various nationalities, native Africans shoveling coal, policemen, harbor officials, shipping agents, businessmen, chandlers, passengers—Victorian colonialism efficiently at work. What Fernando did not see were the squalid barracks and the shacks of nearby Bamboo Square, which housed the low-wage African and Indian laborers on whom the port economy depended.

To get to the town proper there were trains, horse-drawn streetcars, horse-drawn carriages, and human-drawn rickshaws, a conveyance that Fernando had never seen before. Introduced four years earlier by the sugar industrialist Marshall Campbell, these two-wheeled carts quickly became the European population’s favorite way of traveling a short distance quickly. They were pulled by barefoot Zulus, who had developed a distinctive costume consisting of colorful chest coverings, whitewashed designs on their lower legs, and a flamboyant headdress that usually included quills and a pair of cow horns. The work was well paid but terribly taxing, and most rickshaw pullers could not endure it for long. João Miguel Rosa, the Portuguese consul, almost certainly hired a carriage to take the family and all their luggage from the port to downtown Durban and then up Smith Street or West Street to Berea Road. From there it was an uphill climb, with houses poking out of the lush landscape of tulip trees, crimson flamboyants, coral trees, and flowering shrubs. At the top they turned left and then kept straight until, on their right-hand side, they came to a wooded, one-acre lot with a house named Tresilian, on Ridge Road. There was a driveway leading up to the dwelling, which lay just outside the town limits. It was a large, one-story house with verandas on three sides. Durban houses at that time were usually timber framed and had corrugated metal roofs. Their layout followed a typical Victorian plan, with a front hall giving access to the living room on one side, the main bedroom on the other, and with the kitchen and other rooms located at the rear.6

Fernando had played in a yard with a few trees at Uncle Cunha and Aunt Maria’s house in Lisbon, but now he was surrounded by exuberant subtropical vegetation. He must have found it enchanting, and maybe a little unnerving. The first Europeans to explore the region reported seeing herds of fifty or more elephants, and hippos once grazed among mangroves on the shores of the bay. Although the big game had long ago been hunted to extinction, vervet monkeys and tropical birds were still abundant in the suburban part of town known as the Berea, which was Pessoa’s first neighborhood in Africa and the fashionable place for Durban’s white people to live. Perched above the city center, there the summer heat was less sultry, and malaria from outlying marshy areas never ascended. The Berea also afforded splendorous views of the bay, the Bluff, and the Indian Ocean.

The Portuguese Consulate was located downtown, on Gardiner Street, close to the post office and the Central Railway Station and close as well to the St. Joseph’s Convent School, where Fernando was promptly enrolled. Managed and staffed by the Holy Family Sisters, a congregation founded in Bordeaux and dedicated to education, the convent school was already three weeks into the new term. It was a girls’ school in the higher grades but welcomed children of both sexes for its “Jardin d’Enfants.”  The academic standards were high, and since the school received some government aid, it was obliged to admit students of other faiths, not just Catholics. For Pessoa, a Roman Catholic, St. Joseph’s was the natural choice. He and his stepfather probably set out each morning from the Berea together, with the consul heading to work and Fernando to school.7 They had hardly if ever been alone together, just the two of them, and it took time for a comfortable rapport to develop. João Rosa was easygoing, dedicated, and generous, while Fernando was by nature reserved and reticent; still, he would soon learn to address this new parent and guardian as “Papá.”

✦

UNCLE CUNHA STAYED IN Durban for three weeks, then boarded a steamer to go back home, taking along some precious memories of Fernando in his new surroundings. A few weeks after Cunha arrived back in Portugal, his wife wrote a letter to the boy signed by both of them. After declaring how much Fernando is loved and missed, the missive continues:


And tell me, Fernando, do you still remember your house in Pedrouços? Here you have your bedroom waiting for you, if God lets your aunt and uncle live long enough to see you come back to your country. Uncle Cunha asked me to tell you that all his friends who were used to seeing you with him are always asking about you, because they were all very fond of you. Uncle Cunha never stops talking about you, his conversations with your Aunt Maria always have to do with you. He tells me about your life in Natal during the time he was there, what you said, what you did, because you, my dear Fernando, are our one and only thought.8



Uncle Cunha’s letters to Fernando contained even stronger expressions of affection. On June 22 he wrote that “no one in this life loves you more than your aunt and uncle.” The boy’s mother, livid with indignation, wrote back saying that in fact she loved him more than they did, and to emphasize the point to all concerned, she made Fernando copy her letter in his own hand. She posted the copy on July 22. Undaunted, Uncle Cunha replied on August 31: “I never doubted that your mother is very fond of you. What I said and can assure you is that, after your dear Mother, no one in the world loves you as much as me and your Aunt Maria, for our hearts are the only ones in which you have first place.” He was apparently suggesting that Fernando had only second place in his mother’s heart, with first place going to her new husband.

Uncle Cunha kept Fernando informed about battalions of crickets marching off to war, about a ship setting out for the Amazon to help bands of beetles fend off mosquitoes, and about other battling arthropods. Fernando, in his letters to Uncle Cunha, reported on his studies at school and his progress learning English. After only six months, he could read better than most of his classmates. The creative bent of his intelligence was already evident in his droll humor. In June, after several baby teeth fell out, he wrote a letter saying that he was now older than his uncle since, although only four feet tall, he was already losing his teeth.

It would be hard to overestimate the influence of Manuel Gualdino da Cunha on the boyish imagination of the poet renowned for consorting with invented personalities. Uncle Cunha’s letters shifted abruptly between fiction and reality, or rather, there was no shifting—it was as if fact and fiction were all of a piece. Not only that, he adjusted the fictions to his nephew’s new circumstances. Along with insect warfare, he began to describe the travels of make-believe Portuguese consuls. In a letter dated September 13, 1897, he wrote that their friend “Tibô”—a phonetic spelling of Thibeaut, the onetime captain and rival of the Chevalier de Pas—had been relieved of his consular duties in France and would soon, after making a voyage to Mexico, visit Fernando in Durban. In that same letter Uncle Cunha reported that Grandma Dionísia was crazier than ever, and he was afraid she would make Aunt Maria go mad. Dionísia had been living with them for almost a year. His own health was slipping, and he ended his letter with these words: “Listen, my dear Fernando, I’m never going to see you again. Excuse my nonsense, but dealing with nutty people makes one a little nuttier. Your friend, M. G. da Cunha.” Uncle Cunha became too ill to write any more letters and died on January 25, 1898, just two years after accompanying Fernando and his mother to Durban.9

✦

ALTHOUGH HE NEVER STUDIED geography at any of the schools he attended in South Africa, Fernando Pessoa learned a great deal about human communities in relationship to their environment just by living in a new and unfamiliar place where various cultures uneasily coexisted, each with its own customs and social behaviors. Young and small, unsophisticated but energetic, Durban was the antithesis of ancient Lisbon with its ornate churches, stately squares, and tired monuments, its remembered grandeur. The layout and management of this town alongside the Indian Ocean, the brisk pace of life eager to go forward, the cool but dry winters, the hot and stormy summers—none of this had much in common with Portugal’s capital, as seen and experienced by Fernando on his frequent outings with Uncle Cunha. But the most flagrant difference was the heterogeneous population. In 1896, the colony of Natal had about 50,000 people of European descent, a slightly larger number of Indians, and almost ten times as many native Zulus. The Europeans were concentrated in the cities, where they were the largest of the three population groups. There were close to 16,000 Europeans in Durban, some 10,000 Indians, and over 8000 mostly male natives. (Today, the city’s metropolitan area has 3.5 million people, of whom black Africans are a majority, with people of Indian descent still making up a quarter of the population.)

Natalian Zulus were hired to do manual labor in towns and in the fields, but since they had their villages to return to whenever they wished, they could quit at a moment’s notice and were hence less easy to exploit. So the Europeans lured Mozambicans and other foreign Africans with higher wages than they received at home, organized them into labor camps, and turned them into migrant workers. Some of the Mozambicans came by ship and disembarked at Durban, where their passports were handled by Pessoa’s stepfather.10 Imported Africans began working on Natal’s sugar plantations in the 1860s and ’70s, but in the 1890s the vast majority worked at the gold mines around Johannesburg, in the Transvaal Republic. Before the Anglo-Boer War, as many as 25,000 Mozambican natives were employed each year in the Transvaal mines, which they reached by train from Lourenço Marques.11

Indians initially came to Natal as indentured laborers in 1860, with the first two shiploads arriving from Madras and Calcutta. They were given five-year, renewable contracts to work, in most cases, on the sugar plantations stretching north of Durban along the coast. After ten years of service (this period was later reduced), they were entitled to free passage back to India, but the majority chose to stay, working in agriculture or in the coal mines, or they settled in Durban, where they were employed as domestics, dockhands, and in other capacities. A new wave of indentured Indians was recruited in the 1870s, mainly to lay track for the expanding railroad, but also to replenish the labor force of the sugar industry and to work the tea and coffee estates. After completing the terms of their service, many of these laborers, like their predecessors, made their way to Durban. As the resident Indian population increased, so did the uneasiness of whites. Because of their lighter complexion, Indians had a higher standing in the social hierarchy than black Africans. That made them potentially more threatening to European hegemony. The colonial government levied a poll tax on unindentured Indians to discourage them from staying. Most of them stayed anyway. Lighter- or darker-skinned, they were classified as members of an “uncivilized race” and had to carry a pass at all times, to prove they were duly registered with the authorities.12

While thousands of Indians came as guest workers under contract, a small number—many of whom were merchants from the western state of Gujarat—simply exercised their legal right, as British subjects, to immigrate to Natal on their own initiative. In Durban and other towns they opened shops that catered to fellow Indians, to the native Zulu community, and soon enough to Europeans as well. Since they had paid their own passage on ships departing from Bombay, these better-off and better-educated immigrants were called “passenger” Indians. And since most of them were Muslims, it also became common to refer to them as Arabs. It happens that the historically most important of these so-called Arabs was a Hindu, not a Muslim. Born in the Gujarat town of Porbandar and trained as a lawyer in London, Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was the secretary of the Natal Indian Congress and lived in central Durban in a two-story house on Beach Grove. Slight in stature, and only twenty-six years old when Pessoa arrived there, Gandhi was already making a name for himself as an impassioned and capable defender of the Indians’ civil rights.

✦

WHILE MUCH SMALLER THAN Lisbon, Durban was in a certain sense more cosmopolitan, thanks to its international ethnic composition, with people of various colors from four different continents. Founded in 1835, the town was named after Sir Benjamin D’Urban, then governor of the Cape Colony, from where the first settlers arrived, in 1824. Once Natal had come firmly under British control, in the 1840s, new settlers started to pour in from Britain, the Cape, and elsewhere. Durban grew rapidly and prepared for its growth, becoming a model of good planning and enlightened government—for the white population, that is, although Indians and native Africans could at least benefit from some of the urban amenities. By the time of Pessoa’s arrival in 1896, the town and suburbs were spread out over more than two hundred streets, connected by an efficient network of public transportation, and Durbanites had most of the things a city dweller could want: a public library, parks, public gardens where bands sometimes played in the evening, a well-stocked botanical garden, a sports field, two daily newspapers, a museum, plays and concerts, several literary societies, religious groups, social clubs, and associations for special interests.

In a 1928 article titled “Portuguese Provincialism,” Pessoa noted with dismay how easily his compatriots were enthralled by foreign cities such as Paris, and he credited his own exemption from the syndrome to the fact he had been educated abroad, “under the influence of a great European culture.” This was an odd claim to make, since the Durban that Pessoa knew, with 35,000 inhabitants in 1896, had a distinctly provincial mentality, proven by the fact that it went out of its way to be as English as possible, as if to compensate for being an imperial outpost. For Pessoa, however, this circumstance had the great advantage of providing him with a concentrated dose of British culture, even if it was a somewhat ready-made, caricatural variety. As a foreigner, he might not have done any better living in London, which could be overwhelming and sometimes hard to penetrate for outsiders. Despite having a far smaller array of cultural offerings at their disposal, Durban’s colonists were more likely to be culturally or politically engaged than the average Londoner. They invested heavily in British-style education, celebrated British customs, and felt eminently British. Most of them, after all, were British subjects, and Queen Victoria was their queen.

It was not only his early exposure to “a great European culture” that immunized Pessoa against Portuguese provincialism; it was also his contact with Durban’s Indians and native Africans. It must have fascinated Fernando to overhear Zulus in conversation, since their language, besides being tonal, has highly distinctive click sounds. Or did their way of speaking merely mark them as irrevocably “exotic,” never to be taken seriously as persons mentally and emotionally comparable with European whites? They worked in Durban as laborers, policemen, and domestics. The Portuguese consul usually employed four or five of them to clean, cook, and garden.13 Indians, on the other hand, would have been encountered by Fernando behind shop counters and around the public market on Gardiner Street, near the consulate, where they hawked fruits and vegetables brought in from Indian-run truck farms.

Fernando’s life in Durban was privileged but not exactly sheltered. Like the rest of the town’s residents, whatever their national origin or social standing, he was never far from people who looked and dressed very differently, spoke other languages, and had other ways of conducting themselves. On the wide downtown thoroughfares, people of all ethnicities freely walked, though without much intermingling, and the civil liberties of non-Europeans were limited. The racially defined class system ensured that white colonists would maintain their superior economic and social status, but the safeguarding of privileges was not their only concern. They clung to their British identity as to a security blanket, since every day they were confronted by cultures—“native,” “Indian,” and the many distinct subcultures within these two general categories—that felt vaguely menacing simply for having little or nothing to do with their own. However much they resisted mixing with and being influenced by other groups, and however superior they deemed their own culture to be, they were forced to recognize that it was not the only one. Even Durban’s white population was not culturally homogeneous, because there were a sizable number of immigrants from continental Europe and Australia.

Late-nineteenth-century Durban was, at least for some people, an appealing land of opportunity—a little raw, but no longer rough and not in the least backward. The Irish historian and politician James Bryce, who traveled extensively in South Africa in 1895 and published a book with his detailed observations two years later, made this extraordinary appraisal of Pessoa’s new home: “Durban has been a pioneer of what is called, in its extremer forms, municipal socialism, and enjoys the reputation of being the best managed and most progressive town in all South Africa.”14 Durban was indeed well managed, for the comfort of white people, and if life there impressed the writer as a quasi-socialist paradise, it was because even strictly middle-class whites could live like kings and queens, thanks to the racist division of labor.

In a memoir called Dear Old Durban published during the apartheid era, an elderly woman descended from an English colonial family would recall how in the “halcyon” days of her childhood “even people with very modest incomes could still have at least two African servants, and the ‘garden boy’ was quite happy to act as rickshaw puller in the afternoon.” (Some European families had their own rickshaws.) She also recalled how much easier life was for housewives, since “Indian hawkers brought vegetables every day in two large baskets hanging from a bamboo pole across one shoulder.”15 She made no mention of the fact that African servants lived in a shed at the back of the yard or else in shantytowns on the city’s outer edges. Indians lived in cramped quarters with poor sanitation around Grey Street, their main commercial area, and in other pockets around Durban. Overcrowded and poorly ventilated barracks built near the harbor, north of the business district, and at other locations housed several thousand African and Indian laborers. Many of the latter worked for the municipality and the rail service. The small number of prosperous Indians who lived in European neighborhoods kept a low profile.

No one ever discussed with Fernando the living conditions of Durban’s non-European population, and his only firsthand knowledge of those conditions was afforded by the Rosa family’s domestic servants. Although they were probably treated better than many others, their living quarters in the backyard were most likely ramshackle, without proper sanitation and poorly protecting them against the cold. Chances are that Fernando, despite being a naturally curious child, never bothered to investigate exactly how the family servants lived. Like virtually all the city’s white residents, he would have instinctively preferred to remain as ignorant as possible. For him as for others, Africans and Indians effectively existed only in their daytime capacity as cheap labor.

✦

TURN-OF-THE-CENTURY DURBAN MADE A favorable impression not only on James Bryce but on many other visitors from abroad, including Olivia and Clara Clemens, wife and daughter of Mark Twain. The American writer and humorist was on a yearlong worldwide speaking tour that took him to Canada, Australia, New Zealand, India, and lastly South Africa, where Durban was his first stop. He and his party landed there on May 6, 1896, just two and a half months after Fernando Pessoa, and were delighted by the town and by the people they met, in particular the social set revolving around Samuel George Campbell, a physician and younger brother to sugar baron Marshall Campbell.fn1 Twain and his family were surely not blind to the racial hierarchy that defined Durban, but they did not let it ruin their fun. Being Americans, they were quite used to living with and benefiting from racism, even if they recognized its injustice. Olivia and Clara were so enchanted with Durban that they stayed on for three extra weeks, from May 14 to June 6, while Twain proceeded inland to do shows in Johannesburg and other towns.16

Twain’s tour helped boost local interest in his books, a couple of which Pessoa acquired as an adolescent. One of the books, Information Wanted, and Other Sketches,17 is dated 1903 and bears the signature not only of “F. A. N. Pessoa” but also of “David Merrick,” an English-language heteronym who was supposed to write poems, stories, plays, and a novel, though none of the projects got very far, or they were passed on to other fictional authors. It’s quite possible that Pessoa’s habit of signing his youthful literary texts with other names was spurred on, if not actually inspired, by Samuel Clemens. It’s also possible that the boy, when not quite eight years old, attended one of the “At Home” lectures given by Twain at Durban’s Theatre Royal on May 12 and 13, 1896. Part of the Portuguese consul’s job was to be sociable, and such an event would have appealed to both his stepson and his wife.

João Rosa was a diligent diplomat, excelling at all aspects of his job. Besides defending Portugal’s interests and public image in Natal, he regularly reported on local news to the home country and to Portuguese officials in Mozambique. Worrisome news included the periodic outbreaks of tropical and global diseases, including dengue fever, cholera, smallpox, and bubonic plague. Hardest hit were the native and Indian populations, due to their substandard housing, much of which was located on marshland that had not yet been properly drained. Like other port towns, Durban was forever on the lookout for contagious diseases, which could spread all too swiftly among sailors and harbor personnel, devastating maritime commerce, since foreign-bound ships needed signed and sealed bills of health before they could sail. No consul in Durban processed more of these than João Rosa, for the simple reason that Lourenço Marques, controlled by the Portuguese, was the closest foreign port.

✦

A CONSCIENTIOUS PROFESSIONAL, PESSOA’S stepfather was equally dedicated to his family. He had purchased a piano for his wife, he himself played the flute, and together they played duets after dinner. Fernando wrote his grandma Madalena about their small evening concerts, which he quite enjoyed.18 He was learning to share his mother with the consul and would soon have to learn to share her with other offspring. On November 27, 1896, scarcely nine months after their arrival in Africa, his mother gave birth to a girl, Henriqueta Madalena. Two more girls and two boys would follow, but the two younger girls died in infancy. Henriqueta was the sibling Pessoa would feel closest to. Besides being nearer in age to him than his two half brothers (born in 1901 and 1903), she would live with him on and off during the last fifteen years of his life, taking care of him and becoming like a second mother. Another bond they shared was linguistic. João Miguel Rosa and Maria Madalena taught all their children to read and write in Portuguese, which was the only language spoken at the dinner table, but as the years wore on and South Africa felt more and more like home, the couple got lax about restricting the use of English in the family. Whereas Henriqueta grew up perfectly bilingual, both in speech and in writing, her younger brothers, who as adults would live in England, wrote Portuguese with frequent errors and were not entirely comfortable speaking it.

Contrary to what we might expect, Fernando’s Portuguese, instead of deteriorating, became more proficient. Despite the considerable demands that St. Joseph’s Convent School placed on its young pupils, who began studying Latin and French in the fourth or fifth grade, he found time to read books in his mother tongue. And from early on his leisure reading, in whatever language, included poetry.19 But nothing better illustrates the boy’s intellectual precocity than his astonishing performance at school. A foreigner who arrived at Durban with practically no English, he was soon at the top of his class—and not because of his skill in mathematics. In fact, “top of his class” states only half the case, since he left his class behind and jumped ahead. Although he had had a year and a half of (probably at-home) schooling in Lisbon, his lack of English meant he had to start all over in Durban, where he completed the five-year primary school program in just three years. At a graduation ceremony on December 20, 1898, the school would award Fernando the Examination Prize for all-around academic excellence, the First Prize in Latin, and, most remarkably, the First Prize in English.20

In addition to Latin, English, and arithmetic, Fernando’s class schedule during his last year of primary school included geometry, history, science, and French. Some subjects were taught on alternate days; Latin was taught every day, Monday through Friday. So was English, but the Tuesday and Thursday classes were devoted specifically to poetry. Two hours of weekly poetry instruction seems to have been a peculiarity of the convent school rather than a standard feature of the fifth-grade curriculum in South Africa. Black-robed and white-bibbed Catholic nuns, while they may not have served as inspiring muses, were the ones who instilled an early love of poetry in Fernando. It was in the form of a poem that he scrawled a warning to would-be thieves in the front of Principia Latina, his Latin primer, opposite the flyleaf where his class schedule was affixed:


Don’t steal this book

For fear of shame

For in it is

The owner’s name.

And if I catch

Him by the tail

He’ll run off

To Durban gaol.fn2



At the back of the textbook he wrote a bilingual message, in English and French, instructing whoever might find the book to return it to him at his home address. In February 1898 Fernando, four months away from his tenth birthday, was flaunting his still rudimentary skills as a linguist and poet.

It might seem that books and schoolwork were a cozy refuge for a boy who felt a little out of place not only in his new environment but also in his new family, at least in the beginning, since he could not help being an outsider to the amorous passion that tightly bound his mother to her second husband. In Lisbon, however, he had already taken shelter in the printed word and in his mental life; even there he had been a bit of an outsider. While he knew how much his aunts and uncles and various cousins loved him, he used to sometimes flare up for no apparent reason or, on the contrary, he would suddenly clam up.

Recalling this capricious, infantile behavior when he was nineteen, Pessoa would retrospectively diagnose himself as a seven-year-old with a predisposition to neurasthenia, a then popular designation for a poorly defined disorder whose symptoms ranged from anxiety and nervous exhaustion to depression and listlessness. It was a strange diagnosis to make for a child. The same pages of self-analysis state that this vague trouble was “inhibited” during his early years in Durban, thanks in part to his time-consuming studies, but that it would return with a vengeance when he reached puberty. Although the nineteen-year-old may not have been ready to call it by its real name, he strongly implies that his childhood anxiety derived from a hazy but uncomfortable awareness of sex and sexuality. Yet as a youngster in Durban, before he had experienced any “mental deflowering” and was hence still blessed with a “perfect virginity of the imagination” (curious expressions!), he was to all appearances quite normal—more normal and more tranquil, according to the self-analyst, than when he left Lisbon for South Africa in 1896.21

Except for the exaggerated amount of time he spent studying and reading, Fernando in Durban seemed, indeed, like other children his age. He liked to play after school and was an eager participant in family activities, which included outings to the countryside, especially during the school holidays in January and July. His vague sexual trouble remained, for the time being, dormant.




CHAPTER 6

IN JANUARY 1897, BETWEEN PESSOA’S FIRST AND second year at St. Joseph’s Convent School, Durban was gripped by a commotion that opened his eyes to the racial hostility simmering under the town’s peaceful veneer. If he did not read about the news in the local papers, he heard his mother and stepfather discussing the matter, and on a trip downtown with one or another parent he might have seen the irate white men gathered around the Central Hotel on West Street. They had formed a committee to oppose the landing of two ships from India, one of which was bringing back Mohandas K. Gandhi. Word had spread that the small but eloquent young man with large ears was accompanied by six hundred new, unwanted Indians to Natal. And Gandhi himself had become persona non grata.1

Gandhi had first come to Natal in May 1893, three years before Fernando Pessoa. A twenty-three-year-old lawyer with a surfeit of energy but almost no experience, he had been hired by Dada Abdulla, an Indian businessman in Durban, to help settle a legal dispute with a rival firm based in Pretoria, capital of the Transvaal. In early June, after learning the particulars of the case, Gandhi set out inland from Durban in a first-class train compartment. It would be an exhausting journey, and not only because he had to use various conveyances—coaches as well as trains—to reach Pretoria. His troubles began in Pietermaritzburg, Natal’s capital and second largest town, where he was instructed by railway officials to move to the van compartment, where baggage was kept, after a European passenger complained about having to share first-class space with an Indian. When Gandhi refused to leave voluntarily, a policeman came and forcibly removed him and his luggage. It was nine o’clock on a chilly winter evening, and he had to wait until morning to continue his journey, which would be further marred by similar incidents. But Gandhi had already made a decision of sorts. It was the night he spent shivering in the Pietermaritzburg station that would stand out for him as the transformative moment of his life, committing him to what he would later call “satyagraha,” the struggle for political reform through passive resistance.2

Gandhi stayed for a year in Pretoria and eventually persuaded the two disputants in the intricate case to come to an out-of-court settlement. In May 1894, back in Durban and getting ready to sail home, he learned of a bill before the Natal Legislative Assembly that would disenfranchise Indians. It would have little practical effect in the short run, since only a tiny number of Indians met the property requirement to be able to vote, and fewer still exercised the privilege, but Gandhi saw it as a humiliating first step toward ensuring that they would forever remain a subservient class. Sharing his indignation, Dada Abdulla and other prominent Indians convinced the vivacious young lawyer that he should stay in Durban to organize Indians to campaign against the bill. On August 22 the Natal Indian Congress was founded, with Gandhi at the helm as its honorary secretary.3 He was a skillful organizer, uniting Indians of different religions (Muslims, Hindus, Parsis, Christians) and social categories (merchants, indentured laborers, and the ex-indentured) into a coherent movement of protest against their treatment as second-class citizens. In Natal they were subject to a nine o’clock curfew, were not welcome in most hotels or at Durban’s public baths, had to stand on the streetcar or else sit on the upper level, and were frequent victims of arbitrary discrimination. All of which no doubt seemed to Fernando, the stepson of a European diplomat, like the natural order of things.

At this early stage, Gandhi’s perspective on human rights was not wide in scope. He was specifically defending the Indian cause, and in the most pragmatic way possible. More than once in his pleas to officials and in published pamphlets or letters to the editor, he made a point of racially and culturally distinguishing the Indian from the native African, so as to justify better treatment and full civil rights for the former. For that matter, he also distinguished the poor and uneducated indentured Indians from their more genteel and prosperous compatriots, admitting that only the latter could rightfully demand to be on an equal footing with the Europeans. Gandhi denounced the mistreatment of the indentured, but his social and political views still bore the imprint of his upbringing in the caste system. Those views would change, however, as his spiritual vision expanded, looking past outward distinctions between people and their creeds.

Gandhi the passive resister developed in tandem with the religious seeker and thinker. Besides the sacred texts of Hinduism, he read the Qur’an and the Bible. He was profoundly affected by Tolstoy’s The Kingdom of God Is Within You—a passionate apology for nonviolence and nonmaterialism, as preached by Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount. But he felt an enduring affinity for the religion he was born into. Though he would never completely reject the caste system, he would strongly oppose caste discrimination and the doctrine of untouchability, arguing for the equal dignity of all types of work.

✦

ON JUNE 5, 1896, while Fernando was finishing his first semester at the convent school, Gandhi boarded a ship in Durban harbor. He was sailing for India to spend six months and to fetch his family, from which he had been separated for three full years. A week before Christmas he was back at the same harbor, with his wife, Kasturba, their two sons and an orphaned nephew, but disembarking proved to be difficult and dangerous. They were on board the Courland, which had sailed from Bombay together with the Naderi. Many of Durban’s white citizens, particularly wage earners and small businessmen, had joined a so-called Demonstration Committee to protest the arrival of more Indians, who were now as numerous in Natal as the Europeans. They especially resented the Indian shopkeepers, who worked long hours and at lower margins, making it hard for European merchants to compete. Their contempt was concentrated on the figure of Gandhi, for having incited the Indians to clamor for their civil rights.

The Courland and the Naderi sat at Durban’s outer anchorage for twenty-four days. Owing to a recent outbreak of bubonic plague in Bombay, the Natal Medical Board had ordered a twenty-one-day quarantine, but this had expired on January 10 and still the ships could not land. The Demonstration Committee held daily rallies on West Street, with hundreds of men in attendance, and it was feared they might resort to violence: the anger and ill will possessing the protesters is evident in the newspapers of the period. Day after day The Natal Mercury ran the same headline, “The Asiatic Invasion,” and reported on the committee’s latest declarations, on the status of its negotiations with government dignitaries, on the expressions of solidarity it was receiving from towns throughout Natal, and on the prospects for a resolution to the standoff.

Finally, on January 13, the ships steamed nervously into the tense harbor, where about four thousand demonstrators had gathered at the wharf to “greet” them. The Demonstration Committee hoped that the government, impressed by this show of numbers and dreading a riot, would intervene and concede to some of its demands—guaranteeing, for instance, that only returning Indians would be allowed to stay, with newcomers being sent back home. “Gandhi, Gandhi, you come here, for all the tar and feathers!” shouted a voice in the crowd. The attorney general, who lived down the block from Gandhi on Beach Grove, delivered an adroit speech, explaining that the two shiploads of Indians were innocent and promising legislative action during the next parliamentary session to stem the flow of new arrivals. (He would make good on this promise.)

The crowd finally dispersed, and several hours later the weary passengers, including Mrs. Gandhi and her children, began to debark. Gandhi himself stayed behind, heeding a message from the attorney general that his own safety was in peril and that he should not come ashore until dusk. A little while later, however, a professional colleague and good friend, one Mr. Laughton, boarded the Courland and convinced him that no harm would come to them if they disembarked together. No sooner were they on dry land than Gandhi was sighted, and a few people began following. He and his British companion tried to take a rickshaw, but some youngsters grabbed hold of the wheels, so the two men had no choice but to walk briskly while more and more people followed, hooting and crying, “Gandhi, Gandhi!”

Given that Pessoa the adult was a great admirer of Gandhi, I can’t help but wonder if precocious Fernando, who had learned English quickly, read the article in The Natal Mercury describing how the hostile crowd of pursuers “began to assert itself, and Mr. Gandhi became the object of kicks and cuffs, while mud and stale fish were thrown at him. One person also produced a riding whip, and gave him a stroke, while another plucked away his peculiar hat. As the result of the attack, he was very much bespattered, and blood was flowing from the neck.”4

The day was saved by Sarah Jane Alexander, the wife of the police superintendent. She happened to be walking by and, seeing the brouhaha, opened up her parasol and stood between the assailants and the injured man, whom she recognized. Gandhi pressed no charges against his aggressors, things calmed down in a few days, and he got on with his work for the Natal Indian Congress. The newspapers criticized the harassment he had received.

✦

GANDHI’S REMAINING YEARS SPENT in Durban would partly coincide with those of the young pupil and future great poet from Portugal. The Portuguese consular office moved in 1897 from Gardiner Street to Field Street, one block down from where Gandhi had his own office. How often Pessoa may have seen the Indian lawyer or how many of his circulars and letters to the editor he may have read, if any, we can never know. He made no mention of Gandhi in his youthful writings. Thirty years later, however, in the mid-1920s, he began to draft an essay on the man from Porbandar, whose bony face and penetrating eyes would soon grace the cover of Time magazine.5 Like the majority of Pessoa’s hundreds of writing projects, this one did not get very far, but the two brief passages he produced make extraordinary reading when we consider that their author rarely heaped praise on celebrated living figures, was himself staunchly Western in his models and his worldview, and tended to mock the very notion of political and social reform.

One of these passages consists of two sentences so succinctly complete that their author did not know how to continue: “Mahatma Gandhi is the only truly great figure that exists in the world today. And this is true because, in a certain sense, he does not belong to the world and he denies it.” The other passage describes the Indian leader’s humility, austerity, and asceticism, noting that “his lofty example, of no benefit to our weakness of will, puts our ambiguity to shame.” It also mentions, and rejects, several other models of personal greatness: the American carmaker Henry Ford and the French statesman Georges Clemenceau, who led his country to victory in World War I. Without bothering to offer any critique or justification, Pessoa summarily wrote the two men off: “Toss them into the trash, which is what they are.” Whatever virtues they may have had, next to Gandhi they were worthless. But what was the Mahatma’s worth to Pessoa? What exactly was the attraction?6

Only in a subliminal way might Gandhi’s “lofty example” have influenced Pessoa’s life and work, as one among many other examples he read about or heard about while growing up in Durban. And yet the admiration he expressed for him in the later years of his life suggests that Pessoa—who was not a vegetarian, a teetotaler, or a nonsmoker, let alone an active defender of humanitarian causes—somehow identified with Gandhi, almost in an atavistic way. There were good grounds for that identification.

For one thing, Pessoa was just as much of an ascetic. Not only was his disinterest in material things extreme, he remained celibate, and chastity, according to Gandhi, was one of the highest manifestations of worldly detachment. Pessoa became a heavy drinker, true, but alcohol for him was a kind of medicine, or antidote, as well as a necessary stimulus for his writing. “If a man writes well only when he’s drunk,” he would write in The Book of Disquiet, “then I’ll tell him: Get drunk.”7

For another thing, Pessoa’s spiritual searching, which traces back to Durban, was as dogged and as eclectic as Gandhi’s. He received religious instruction at St. Joseph’s Convent School and his first communion at the church next door, but from early on he felt that Catholicism was too confining. Although there were Catholics and other Christians he admired for their faith, he repudiated—like Gandhi—the theology of the saved and the damned. For both thinkers, it was absurd to suppose that transcendent truth could be the hostage of any one creed. They conceived salvation as a private matter, insofar as each person has to find and follow their own path toward self-realization, and at the same time as a joint concern, with all individual efforts contributing toward human betterment. Their asceticism, taking different forms, implied in both cases a rejection of conventional notions of well-being and progress. But while Gandhi adopted Hinduism as a useful vehicle for his spiritual journey, Pessoa could not practice any religion, since rites and rituals were not a language he felt comfortable using, though he was fascinated by their symbolic significance. Nor could he be an effective agent for political or social change, since he was inwardly too disconnected from the world, mentally too bound up in literature. We shall see how his political ideas, tinged with poetry, were as marvelous as they were impractical. Gandhi may not have belonged to the world, but he understood very well how it worked. The onetime lawyer’s focused, persistent dedication to causes seems to have been envied by the Portuguese eulogist, who upbraided himself for not having a strong will, for not being able to commit and to follow through. Gandhi, on the other hand, had he known and read Pessoa’s writings, might have envied the freedom their author achieved in them.

Since these two men pursued their life’s work in entirely different fields—one of them as a social reformer and the other as a poet beyond reform—they seem at first glance to have almost nothing in common. Looking more closely, at their underlying motivations and attitudes, at the detachment they cultivated, and at the missionary spirit that impelled them, we discover similarities that go beyond the mere circumstance of their walking down the same streets in the same city during the same years. And that “mere” coincidence in time and place may be partly responsible for at least one other distinctive similarity. Racially tripartite Durban, with its imbricated subdivisions along religious, economic, and class lines, may have been just the right breeding ground for the spirit of tolerance that marked the thinking of Pessoa as well as of Gandhi, both of whom deemed truth to be as variable as the people who live by truth.8
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