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“ For me,  
drawing on  

a literary work  
is essentially  
like making  

a self-portrait 
without a mirror 

”Documentary Eu, Mário Botas,  
RTP Archives, 1989

Mário Botas (1952-1983) 
The Anarchist Banker
1982 
Watercolour and Indian ink on paper

Donated by Dr. Pedro Madureira  
to Casa Fernando Pessoa in 2012. 
 
The piece was purchased from the artist  
by the donor in 1982, following an exhibition  
held that same year in Brussels, at the  
Bibliothèque des Sciences Humaines.



This work is deceiving. Were we to think we would 
see the figure of the anarchist banker, smoking  
“as if he did not think”1 , that is far from the case. 
Pessoa barely describes him. In one of the text’s 
versions (the one from 1935), imagining the banker 
as a young man, the narrator uses words such as 
wide, strong, bushy eyebrows, and “unexpected 
width of the forehead”.2 Moreover, what we know 
of the banker, in addition to the long and elaborate 
justification he himself provides for the paradox 
of his existence, is that he drew smoke, exploded 
matches, and his many cigars were lit slowly, 
allowing pauses in his almost monologue.

Although infused by Pessoa’s text, the drawing we 
see here is the plot of another author called Mário 
Botas (Nazaré, 1952–Lisbon, 1983), an artist who  
– according to so many renowned figures – despite 
his short career, left his mark on the panorama  
of Portuguese arts in the second half of the XX 
century. Agustina Bessa-Luís characterized his  
style as “figurative oneiric”; Eduardo Lourenço  
wrote that his “written painting” was always  
a “figuration of the unfigurable”; and his friend  
John Cage praised him in a personal letter,  
dated 1981:

you are the Best
	 Of guides 
	 from This
	 lAnd
	 to thoSe of others3

1	 Pessoa, Fernando. The Anarchist Banker.  
Edited by Teresa Sobral Cunha, Classics,  
Relógio d’Água, Lisbon, 1997, p.5

2	 Ibidem, p.61
3	 Botas, Mário, 1952-1983. Lisbon, Ana Isabel Gallery, 1981

Literature and music were almost always, I venture, 
the driving forces behind his drawings and paintings, 
a broad relationship of back-and-forth, between 
understanding, distancing and misunderstanding; 
along with the construction of parallel worlds. In 
the Portuguese context of the 1970s, stressing this 
other way of interacting between artistic modes was 
important. Botas spoke thusly of the books he chose 
to work on: “absorbing the atmosphere of the work, 
sometimes without reading it completely, to make 
the boundary between my world and that other world 
of words more indefinable and more approachable”.4 
Nowadays, this distinction is no longer necessary,  
as there is an extensive and diverse proliferation  
and communication between artistic framings  
and their interpretations.

This banker, who appears on the cover of the edition  
of Relógio d’Água (still available in bookshops),  
is - as expected – a jacketed man, in a suit and  
vest (and dandy bowtie), but oblique – who seems  
to struggle to support himself and does so with  
the help of his umbrella and the velvet-topped chair. 
Maybe the imbalance of the figure derives from him 
carrying his contradictions, the newspaper under  
the arm, hand in the pocket (of the money?), the 
house (the possessions?), the green and red strips 
(national flag?), and of course, the anthropomorphism 
(something recurrent in Botas’ work), that horse  
of sorts that seems to sprout from between his legs, 
breaking through the fabric of his pants. We could 
almost hear the gnashing of the teeth of this bald 
banker, with crooked eyes and a ruddy face.

Like many figures in Botas, the banker is also the 
artist5, and Pessoa himself. Multiple. There is a picture 
of Botas, taken by José Manuel Costa Alves, in which 
we see the author with his moustache, beard and small  
round glasses. Some of those elements are symbols  
of the Pessoa icon. In those images, which make up  
the portrait, we see the artist drawing an ink line on  
his own face, dividing it in two, from top to bottom.  
A bit like his banker, whose nose-line makes a facial

4	 Interview with Jornal de Letras in August 1983
5	 “For me, drawing on a literary work is essentially like making  

a self-portrait without a mirror”. Documentary Eu, Mário Botas,  
RTP Archives, 1989

partition mid-way, while the eyes are defined  
by his glasses, small and round. Pessoa was one 
of the great subjects of Botas’ work, who drew him 
countless times, even with Camões on his back (in a 
drawing circa 1980). Botas wanted to play the part of 
Pessoa in “Conversa Acabada” (1981), João Botelho’s 
film, according to the account of his friend and 
Pessoan scholar Teresa Rita Lopes, “and he was  
very sad when that proved to be impossible”.6

We could dub his work as late surrealism – the 
influence what we can call fantastic, and of national 
surrealists Cruzeiro Seixas or Mário Cesariny, upon  
his arrival in Lisbon from Nazaré, is clear. But despite  
having studied them in depth, “in the 70s, wanting to 
resurrect a surrealism in third nuptials is like waving  
the flag of conquest in the ruins of the castle.”7  
One of his best-known works, perhaps because it  
is a round and complete series, which was presented  
posthumously at the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation  
(in Lisbon and Paris) in 1989, is “Le Spleen  
de Moi Même”, which he described as echoes  
of Charles Baudelaire’s “Le Spleen de Paris”.

The writer Almeida Faria, a friend of Mário Botas, 
who often wrote about him, also speaks of a line  
that divided Botas’ life in two, in a text after his 
death. There was a before and after, in 1977, the  
year in which he worked at Santa Maria Hospital 
(Botas had a degree in Medicine). He decided to do 
a blood panel on himself because he was feeling ill. 
This is how he found out he suffered from leukaemia, 
and from then on, with no time to waste, he chose  
to paint. A lifeline interrupted and divided in two by 
the prospect of early death. And we can match this 
line with the middle one he himself drew on his skin, 
as well as on the face of this anarchist banker. And 
what do we, in the contemporary world, impregnated 
with late capitalism, know about these “bankers”, 
men of money, who consider themselves greater 
than everything, through accumulation? Reading 
Pessoa’s “intellectual tale” is as necessary today  
as doing it in 1922, the year it was first published.

6	 Lopes, Teresa Rita. “Pessoa, Mário e o ‘recado dos símbolos’”  
in Fernando Pessoa. The Impossible-Possible Portrait,  
Casa de Serralves, 1988, p.14

7	 “The Painter and the Myth”. Edições João Sá da Costa/ 
Mário Botas Foundation, Lisbon, 2002, p.4
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