
Fernando Pessoa was born in Lisbon in 1888. He spent most
of his life there but, after his father’s death, he lived in South
Africa for nine years when his mother married the Portuguese
consul in Durban. In those years he became fluent in English
and developed a love for English writers such as Shakespeare
and Milton. This influenced him to write his first collections of
poems and journals in English, while his first book in Portuguese
was published just two years before his death.

On leaving South Africa he returned to Lisbon, where he
became involved in the modernist group ‘Orpheu’ and had a
major role in the development of modernism in Portugal. During
his life he was virtually unknown, avoiding society and the
literary world, and although he wrote a vast amount, most of it
was published posthumously. After his death in Lisbon in 1935,
a trunk was found containing over 25,000 items – among them
were collections of poems, letters and journals, from which The
Book of Disquiet is a selection.
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Praise for The Book of Disquiet

‘It could not have been written in England: there is too much
thought racing hopelessly around. The elegance of the style, well
conveyed in what seems to be a more than adequate translation, is
an important component and a very ironic one. The diary disturbs
from beginning to end… There is a distinguished mind at work
beneath the totally acceptable dullness of clerking. The mind is
that of Pessoa. We must be given the chance to learn more about
him’ Anthony Burgess, Observer

‘Pessoa’s near-novel is a complete masterpiece, the sort of book
one makes friends with and cannot bear to be parted with.
Boredom informs it, but not boringly. Pessoa loved the minutiae
of what we care to deem the ordinary life, and that love enriches
and deepens his art’ Paul Bailey, Independent

‘The very book to read when you wake at 3am and can’t get back to
sleep – mysteries, misgivings, fears and dreams and wonderment.
Like nothing else’ Philip Pullman

‘It was a real bonus when Serpent’s Tail published The Book
of Disquiet, a meandering, melancholic series of reveries and
meditations. Pessoa’s amazing personality is as beguiling and
mysterious as his unique poetic output. We cannot learn too
much about him’ William Boyd, TLS Books of the Year

‘In a time that celebrates fame, success, stupidity, convenience
and noise, here is the perfect antidote’ John Lanchester, Daily
Telegraph

‘[A] classic of existential literature’ Emma Tennant, Independent
on Sunday
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‘Many British reviewers have pegged Pessoa as a great long-
lost modernist, but he also calls up echoes of Beckett’s exquisite
boredom; the dark imaginings of Baudelaire; Melville’s evasive
confidence man; the dreamscapes of Borges; even the cranky
hermeticism of Witold Gombrowicz’ Village Voice

‘This is an astonishing novel, one which batters you, pierces you,
awakens and numbs you’ Independent on Sunday

‘This book has moved me more than anything I have read in
years. I have rarely encountered such exhilarating lugubriousness’
Daily Telegraph

‘Portugal’s greatest poet’ The Times

‘A haunting mosaic of dreams, psychological notations, autobio-
graphical vignettes, shards of literary theory and criticism and
maxims’ George Steiner, Observer
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Introduction

O homem nâo é um animal
É uma carne inteligente
Embora às vezes doente.

[Man is not an animal
Is intelligent flesh
Although sometimes ill.]

Something of the baffling, beguiling, disturbing appeal of
Fernando Pessoa is contained in these three lines of poetry taken
from a short poem he wrote in 1935, the year of his death, called
‘Love is the Essential’. Pessoa was obsessed by the schism between
our ‘concrete’ and our ‘abstract’ natures – summed up here in the
concept of carne inteligente. Sometimes he wished he were a simple
unreflecting animal, untroubled by self-consciousness, but he saw
in our uniquely human ability to reflect on and analyse ourselves
the source of all our pleasures in life (he described sunsets as ‘an
intellectual experience’) – and its pain. Hence the wry rejoinder –
‘although sometimes ill’ – a very Pessoa-esque note to strike. The
comedic aspects of our short, troubled existences also entertained
him. The hilarious absurdity of the human predicament was as
obvious to him as its inherent, melancholy pointlessness.

Fernando Pessoa (1888–1935) is one of the great figures of
20th-century European modernism. The most exotic portion of
his life occurred in his youth. At the age of seven he left Lisbon for
Durban, South Africa, where he lived with his mother and step-
father until he was seventeen. This sojourn provoked in him an
enduring anglophilia (his first poems were in English) and a sense
of being a permanent outsider. It is perhaps helpful to see him as a
Portuguese cross between Franz Kafka and TS Eliot – a maverick,
unclassifiable spirit wrapped up in a carapace of petit-bourgeois
conformity. Like Kafka (insurance) and Eliot (banking), Pessoa
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earned his living on his return from South Africa in a humdrum
professional world. He became a commercial translator, writing
business letters in English and French for Portuguese companies.
In the many photographs we have of him in his adult life he looks
the perfect dry functionary: moustachioed, dapper, always with
a hat and a tie – l’homme moyen sensual – as if the rectitude and
tedium of his daily job were in some way necessary to curb the
teeming, abundant life of the mind within.

Intriguingly, Pessoa’s literary fame is entirely posthumous.
During his life he was a very minor figure on the fringes of
the Lisbon artistic and intellectual scene, an obscure footnote
in the annals of 20th-century Portuguese poetry. He published
hardly anything and it was only the discovery of a vast trunk of
manuscripts after his death that has provided us with the copious
poetry and other prose writings – of which The Book of Disquiet is
by far the major element.

What makes Pessoa extraordinary in a modernist–literary
sense is his invention of what he called ‘heteronyms’. Pessoa
published poems under his own name but also under the names
of other identities. Possessing a disguise far more complex than
mere pseudonyms, these heteronym-poets had styles, biographies
and personalities of their own, as if they really were distinct
individuals who were born, lived and died apart from their creator.
There are seventy-two distinct heteronyms in the Pessoa oeuvre
but four predominate: the poets Alberto Caiero, Ricardo Reis,
and Alvaro de Campos and the author of The Book of Disquiet,
Bernardo Soares.

Pessoa regarded Soares as the closest to himself – a minor
clerk whiling away his life in rented rooms – describing him as
a ‘mutilation of my personality’. The Soares heteronym evolved
earlier and lasted far longer than any of the others and his life’s
work – the fragmented journal and collection of philosophical
musings that make up The Book of Disquiet – was both incomplete
and unorganised when Pessoa died in 1935 (of hepatitis, in fact:
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Pessoa was also a dedicated but discreet alcoholic). Indeed, the
form that the published book takes is something of an estimation
– so random and confused were Pessoa’s plans for the finished
volume. But, fittingly, the mystery and disorder of the jottings and
pages somehow suit the book’s tone and atmosphere. Pessoa has
been described by Octavio Paz as a ‘solemn investigator of futile
things’, the epitome of an empty man who, in his helplessness,
creates a world in order to discover his true identity. It’s in this
spirit that we should read The Book of Disquiet, not only to locate
the echo of our own disquiet about our life and the world we
occupy, but also to go on a mesmerizing journey with one of the
most fascinating minds in European literature.
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Translator’s note

The Book of Disquiet (Livro do desassossego) is the most extensive
prose work written by Portugal’s greatest poet, Fernando Pessoa.
He was engaged in writing it, always in fragmentary form,
from 1912 until his death in 1935, although the first complete
Portuguese edition only appeared in 1982. As well as writing
under his own name, Pessoa created a number of ‘heteronyms’,
imaginary authors to whom he gave complete biographies and
who wrote in styles and expressed philosophies and attitudes
different from his own. Pessoa attributed the authorship of The
Book of Disquiet to Bernardo Soares, who was, he said only ‘a semi-
heteronym because, although his personality is not mine, it is not
different from but rather a simple mutilation of my personality.
It’s me minus reason and affectivity.’

Very little of this ‘intimate diary’ was published in his
lifetime. The book itself was handwritten in notebooks or typed
on frequently undated and undatable sheets of paper. The work
of deciphering and collating all this material was carried out by
Maria Aliete Galhoz, Teresa Sobral Cunha and Jacinto do Prado
Coelho. This translation is based on the thematic selection edited
by Maria José dc Lancastre, a leading Pessoa scholar. The numbers
given in parentheses at the beginning of each text refer to the
numbering of the original 1982 edition published in Lisbon by
Ática. [. . .] indicates that words or phrases in the original are
either illegible or missing.

The translator would like to thank Pete Ayrton, Annella
McDermott, Faye Carney and Martin Jenkins for all their help
and advice.
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Introduction

Bernardo Soares

Installed on the upper floors of certain respectable taverns in
Lisbon can be found a small number of restaurants or eating places,
which have the stolid, homely look of those restaurants you see in
towns that lack even a train station. Amongst the clientele of such
places, which are rarely busy except on Sundays, one is as likely
to encounter the eccentric as the nondescript, to find people who
are but a series of parentheses in the book of life.

There was a period in my life when a combination of economic
necessity and a desire for peace and quiet led me to frequent just
such a restaurant. I would dine at around seven each night and, as
chance would have it, I was almost always there at the same time
as one particular man. At first I took little notice of him but as
time passed he came to interest me.

He was a man in his thirties, thin, fairly tall, very hunched
when sitting though less so when standing, and dressed with a
not entirely unselfconscious negligence. Not even the suffering
apparent in his pale, unremarkable features added any interest to
them nor was it easy to pinpoint the origin of that suffering. It
could have been any number of things: hardship, grief or simply
the suffering born of the indifference that comes from having
suffered too much.

He always ate sparingly and afterwards would smoke a cigarette
rolled from cheap tobacco. He would watch the other customers,
not suspiciously, but as if genuinely interested in them. He did
not scrutinize them as though wanting to fix their faces or any
outward evidence of their personalities in his memory, rather he
was simply intrigued by them. And it was this odd trait of his that
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first aroused my curiosity.
I began to observe him more closely. I noticed that a certain

hesitant intelligence illuminated his features, but his face was so
often clouded by exhaustion, by the inertia of cold fear, that it was
usually hard to see beyond this.

I learned from a waiter at the restaurant that he worked as a
clerk in a company that had its office nearby.

One day there was a scuffle in the street immediately outside
the restaurant – a fight between two men. The customers all
rushed to the windows, as did I and the man I’ve been describing.
I made some banal comment to him and he replied in kind. His
voice was dull and tremulous, the voice of one who hopes for
nothing because all hope is vain. But perhaps it was foolish of me
to attribute so much to my evening companion at the restaurant.

I don’t quite know why but after that we always used to greet
each other. And then one day; prompted perhaps by the foolish
coincidence of us both turning up for supper later than usual, at
half past nine, we struck up a casual conversation. At one point he
asked me if I was a writer. I said I was. I mentioned the magazine
Orpheu*, which had recently come out. To my surprise he praised
it, indeed praised it highly. When I voiced my surprise, saying
that the art of those who wrote for Orpheu tended to appeal only
to a small minority, he replied that maybe he was one of that
minority. Anyway, he added, he was not entirely unfamiliar with
that art for, he remarked timidly, since he had nowhere to go and
nothing to do, no friends to visit and no interest in reading books,
after supper he usually returned to his rented room and passed the
night writing.

Fernanda Pessoa

* The literary magazine Orpheu was formed in 1915 by Femando

Pessoa, Mário Sá de Carneiro and Luis de Montalvor. Although

only two issues were produced the magazine had a considerable

impact on the evolution of modern Portuguese literature.
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Serpent’s Tail

‘Serpent’s Tail is a consistently brave, exciting and almost deliri-
ously diverse publisher. I salute you!’ Will Self

‘Nobody else has the same commitment to the young, the new,
the untested and the unclassifiable’ Jonathan Coe

‘Serpent’s Tail is one of the most unique and important voices in
British publishing’ Mark Billingham

‘Serpent’s Tail has made my life more interesting, enjoyable,
exciting, easier’ Niall Griffiths

‘Serpent’s Tail is a proper publisher – great writers, great books.
If you want a favourite new author you’ve never heard of before,
check their list’ Toby Litt

‘You’re a good deed in a naughty world’ Deborah Moggach

‘Thanks, Serpent’s Tail, for years of challenging reading’ Hari
Kunzru
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