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For Antonio Ponce de Leão







… thus were we obscurely two, both of unsure as to whether the other was not in fact himself, whether that uncertain other event existed.


Fernando Pessoa


In the Forest of Alienation
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Foreword


The poet and fiction writer Mário de Sá-Carneiro was born in Lisbon in 1890 and committed suicide in Paris in 1916, when he was barely 26 years old. Although he did not leave a particularly large body of work, he was one of the most influential writers of what, in Portugal, is termed Primeiro Modernismo, its other major exponents being Fernando Pessoa (1888–1935) and Almada Negreiros (1893–1970). Mário de Sá-Carneiro has tended to be relegated to the background, very much in the shadow of Fernando Pessoa, but José Régio, the best-known representative of the literary movement that succeeded Primeiro Modernismo, had no hesitation in describing him – with some justification – as ‘both the acknowledged forerunner and the greatest exponent of so-called Portuguese modernism’. Elsewhere, proving that his description of the author of A confissão de Lúcio (Lúcio’s Confession) was not the product of some temporary aberration, Régio writes of Sá-Carneiro that he is ‘one of our most remarkable poets’ and ‘the greatest interpreter of a particular contemporary sensibility’. Given that José Régio is generally considered to be one of Portugal’s most penetrating and most cautious critics, his words have a certain weight.


Mário de Sá-Carneiro was, at once, one of the most strikingly innovative literary figures of his day and, intellectually, a typical child of the times: the years immediately preceding and including the First World War, with all the horrors that implies.


The future author of Indícios de Ouro (Traces of Gold) and Céu em fogo (The Sky Ablaze) was the rebellious son of an upper middle-class Lisbon family; he was also an erratic student, endowed with a bizarre and intense imagination. He tried studying law for a year at Coimbra University, then left for Paris where he enrolled in the same course, although without ever actually attending any lectures.


Sá-Carneiro was linked by ties of friendship and respect to Fernando Pessoa and the futurist group that grew up around the magazine Orpheu and, for a very brief period, he, like all his friends, found himself playing a part for which he had little natural inclination, that of agent provocateur. Sá-Carneiro was too honest, too personal to be involved for any length of time in rowdy burlesques, however well-intentioned, or to adhere to the conventions of any literary schools of thought, even those with which he was for some time associated: decadent symbolism, paùlismo (one of Fernando Pessoa’s inventions), or noisy, superficial futurism … As Régio more than once remarked: ‘in Mário de Sá-Carneiro the shaking up of worn-out formulae and antiquated means of expression … is a natural consequence of his anomalous poetic psyche’. Sá-Carneiro’s way of living out his singular personality had an infectious intensity that transmitted itself to his readers. Like one of the characters in Lúcio’s Confession he obliges his readers to be as intense as he is. And it is that very intensity which lends his strange confession its undeniable authenticity.


Sá-Carneiro shares another defect with certain of his characters, that of excess. Régio commented that for Sá-Carneiro: ‘Shapes are sketchy outlines, lights mere glimmerings, memories vague recollections and images mirages – except when, paradoxically, all those things take on, in his eyes, an unbearable, indeed excessive, intensity.’ That excess can be so overwhelming as to render us incapable of absorbing it. For that very reason, the poet writes elsewhere: ‘I am dying of starvation, of excess’: that is, having so much at my disposal, I am dying deprived of everything – excess paralyses and, eventually, kills.


This book, dated 1913, is a highly original work, closely connected to the profound and intense ‘I’ of Sá-Carneiro the poet. It is also a dated book, full of aesthetic mannerisms typical of the time. Dated or not, however, only a mischievously inattentive reader could fail to find in this remarkable work many of the perennial obsessions that pervade all the author’s poetry and fiction: the feeling of abnormality, the mystery of madness, the paroxysmic experience of the senses, love, death and decadence. As Régio says: in Lúcio’s Confession, as in Sá-Carneiro’s other works of fiction, a story drenched in anomaly sometimes demands a deliberately academic prose, as a sort of antidote to all that anomalousness. Like Pessoa, Sá-Carneiro had a horror of madness and abnormality in general, the reason, perhaps, why the whole of his work was a concerted effort to exorcise those demons.


Whatever the truth of that, Lúcio’s Confession, with its irresistible and unbearably intense mixture of innovation and convention, of aberrance and beauty, of death and love, of madness and lucidity, will stand as one of the most interesting and revealing documents left by the argonauts of that great Portuguese adventure, Primeiro Modernismo.





Eugénio Lisboa








After spending ten years in prison for a crime I did not commit but against which I offered no defence, numb now to life and to dreams, with nothing more to hope for and no desires, I have finally come to make my confession, that is, to prove my innocence.


You may not believe me, indeed I am sure you will not. But that is of little consequence. I have absolutely no interest now in telling the world that I did not murder Ricardo de Loureiro. I have no family; I have no need of vindication. Besides, the simple truth is that there can be no vindication for someone who has spent the last ten years in prison.


And to those who ask, having read what I have written: ‘But why did you not speak out at the time? Why did you not prove your innocence at the trial?’ to them I will reply: My defence was untenable. No one would have believed me. And what point was there in being taken for a liar or a madman? I should explain too that I was left so shattered by the events in which I found myself caught up, that the prospect of prison seemed to me almost a pleasant one. It meant oblivion, tranquillity, sleep. It simply provided an ending, a conclusion to my devastated life. All I wanted then was for the trial to be over and for my sentence to begin.


For the rest, the trial passed swiftly. Well, it seemed like an open-and-shut case. I neither denied anything nor confessed. But silence gives consent. Besides, everyone felt a certain sympathy for me.


The crime was, as the newspapers of the time no doubt put it, a ‘crime of passion’, a case of Cherchez la femme. What’s more the victim was a poet, an artist. The woman involved had made herself a still more romantic figure by vanishing. I was, in short, a hero, a hero with a hint of mystery about me, which only added to my glamour. For all these reasons, not to mention the splendid speech made by the defence, the jury concluded that there were extenuating circumstances and my sentence was therefore a short one.


Ah, how short a time it was – especially for me. Those ten years flew by as if they had been ten months. For time means nothing to someone who has felt his whole life condensed into a single moment. When you have endured the worst suffering, nothing can ever make you suffer again. When you have known the most intense of feelings, nothing can ever move you again. The fact is that very few people have experienced such a culminating moment. Those who have either do as I did and join the ranks of the living dead or else become one of the disenchanted who all too often end by taking their own lives.


I cannot honestly say that the greater happiness is not to experience such a moment. Those who do not may at least enjoy peace of mind. But the truth is that everyone hopes for such a moment of enlightenment. Therefore, no one is happy, which is why, despite everything, I am proud to have done so.


But enough of these speculations. I am not writing a novel. I simply wish to provide a clear exposition of the facts. And it seems to me that, if my aim is clarity, then I am setting off along the wrong road. Besides, however lucid I may intend to be, my confession will – of this I am sure – seem utterly incoherent, disturbing and very far from lucid.


One thing I can guarantee though, I will not omit a single detail, however small or apparently inconsequential. In cases such as the one I am attempting to explain, enlightenment can only grow out of a great number of facts, and facts are all I will give. People may draw what conclusions they like from these facts. For my part, I have never tried to do so. If I did, I would surely go mad.


What I will say again, on my word of honour, is that what I set down here is the truth. Whether or not you believe me is unimportant. However unbelievable it may seem, what I am about to tell you is the absolute truth.


My confession is merely a statement of fact.




I


Around 1895, how I don’t quite know, I found myself studying Law – or rather not studying Law – at the University of Paris. I had been something of a drifter since adolescence and, having tried out various ‘goals’ in life, only to abandon each in turn, I was gripped by a desire to see Europe and I decided to take myself off to its capital, Paris. I soon became embroiled in various vaguely artistic circles and Gervásio Vila-Nova, whom I had known slightly in Lisbon, became my constant companion. He cut a curious figure, that of the great artist manqué, or rather, of the artist doomed to failure.


There was something disquieting about his tall, gaunt, angular body, with its dual and contradictory suggestion of both a hysterical, narcotic effeminacy and a sallow asceticism. When his long hair fell back from his face to reveal a broad, firm but terribly pale brow, it evoked images of hairshirts and extreme abstinence; yet when it fell forward in waves over his forehead, it evoked only tenderness, the troubling tenderness of golden ecstasies and subtle kisses. He always dressed in black, in long jackets that had a touch of the priest about them, an impression reinforced by the type of collar he wore, narrow and close-fitting. When his forehead was concealed by his hair or by a hat, there was nothing enigmatic about his face at all, quite the contrary. Oddly enough though, there was something mysterious about his body, something that made one think of sphinxes, perhaps, on moonlit nights. It was not his actual physiognomy that etched itself upon one’s memory, but rather his strange personality. He stood out in every crowd, he was stared at, talked about, although, in fact, at first sight there seemed to be nothing very remarkable about his appearance: his clothes, albeit of a slightly exaggerated cut, were black, his hair, though long, was never extravagantly so, and his hat, a woollen beret, whilst certainly odd, was no different from that worn by many artists.


The truth is that Gervásio Vila-Nova had an aura about him. He was the sort of man you look at in the street and say: he must be someone important.


Women utterly adored him. They would watch in fascination whenever he wandered, tall and arrogant, into a café … But they looked at him more the way women look at some exquisitely beautiful and bejewelled member of their own sex.


‘You know, my dear Lúcio,’ he often said to me, ‘I never possess my lovers, they possess me.’


When we talked, his flame burned even brighter. He was a brilliant conversationalist, lovable despite his many solecisms, despite his mistakes (which he would defend passionately and always successfully), despite his repellent but nonetheless glorious opinions, despite his paradoxes, his lies. He was a superior being, there was no doubt about it, one of those people who remains engraved on our memory, who troubles and obsesses us. He was fire, pure fire!


However, if you examined him with your intelligence, rather than with your emotions, you would see at once that there was, alas, nothing beyond the aura, that his genius – perhaps too brilliant – would consume itself, remain unsublimated into work and end up dispersed, fragmented, burned out. And that, in fact, is exactly what happened. He avoided failure only because he had the courage to destroy himself first.


It was impossible to feel affection for someone like that (although deep down he was an excellent fellow), and yet even today I recall with nostalgia the talks we had, the nights spent in cafés and I can even convince myself that, yes, the fate of Gervásio Vila-Nova really was the most beautiful of fates and that he was a great artist, an artist of genius.





My friend had many contacts in the artistic world: writers, painters and musicians from every country. One morning, he came into my room and announced:


‘Yesterday, my dear Lúcio, I was introduced to a most interesting American woman. She’s fabulously rich and lives in a mansion she’s had specially built – on Avenue du Bois de Boulogne, if you please – on a site previously occupied by two large buildings which she simply ordered to be demolished. She’s an enchanting woman. The man who introduced her to me was that American painter with the blue-tinted spectacles. Do you know who I mean? I can’t remember his name … Anyway she can be found every afternoon in the Pavillon d’Armenonville. She takes tea there. I’d like you to meet her. You’ll see what I mean then. A fascinating woman!’


The following day turned out warm and sunny – one of those splendid winter afternoons of blue skies – and we hired a carriage and set off for that celebrated restaurant. Once there, we sat down and ordered tea. Barely ten minutes had passed when Gervásio touched my arm. A group of eight people were coming into the salon – three women and five men. Of the women, two were blonde and petite with skin the colour of roses and milk and bodies that were both sensual and well-proportioned – identical, in fact, to so many other adorable English girls. But the third woman had a beauty that was redolent of mystery and dreams. She was tall and thin with a long face and golden skin and extraordinary hair of a startling fiery red. Hers was a beauty that inspired awe. In fact, the moment I saw her, my feeling was one of fear, the sort of fear you might experience when coming face to face with someone you know to have committed some vile and monstrous deed.


She sat down silently but, the moment she saw us, came running over to Gervásio with her arms outstretched:


‘My dear, how delightful to see you … Why only yesterday, someone was singing your praises to me … A fellow countryman of yours … a poet … a M. de Loureiro, I think.’


The Portuguese name was rendered almost unintelligible by her garbled pronunciation.


‘Oh, I didn’t know he was in Paris,’ murmured Gervásio.


And to me, once he had made the proper introductions, he said:


‘Do you know him? The poet, Ricardo de Loureiro, he wrote Embers …’


I said that I had never spoken to him, but knew him by sight and admired his work intensely.


‘Indeed … I won’t argue with you there … but, as you know, I find that kind of art distinctly passé. It holds no interest for me … Give me the sauvages any time!’


This was one of Gervásio Vila-Nova’s many affectations: heaping praise on the latest pseudo-literary movement, in this case, sauvagisme, whose one novelty lay in the fact that its proponents’ books were printed on various types of paper, in different-coloured inks, and arranged eccentrically on the page in extravagant typefaces. They, the poets and prosewriters of the sauvagiste movement, had also – and this is what most thrilled my friend – abolished ‘that vile thing’ the idea, and they expressed their emotions purely through the use of syllabic games and strange, outlandish onomatopoeia. They even created new, entirely meaningless words, whose beauty, according to them, lay precisely in their lack of meaning. It seems that only one book had actually been published by this school, by some Russian poet with an unpronounceable name, a book Gervásio had certainly never read, but whose virtues he nonetheless never tired of extolling, declaring it to be astonishing, a work of genius.


The foreign woman invited us to join her at her table and introduced us to her male companions, whom we had not met before: the journalist, Jean Lamy, from Le Figaro, the Dutch painter, Van Derk, and the English sculptor, Thomas Westwood. The two other men present were the American painter with the blue-tinted spectacles and the small, perplexing figure of the Vicomte de Naudières, blond, diaphanous and heavily made-up. As for the two girls, she merely pointed to them and said:


‘Jenny and Dora.’


The conversation immediately became ultra-civilised and banal. We talked about fashion, discussed the theatre and the music hall, with a great deal of chat about art thrown in. And the person who most distinguished himself, indeed almost monopolised the talk, was Gervásio. As happened to everyone when they were with him, we were all overwhelmed by his intensity and reduced either to listening or, at most, protesting, that is, to giving him every opportunity to shine.
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