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1
P E S S OA’ S  E N G L I S H  E D U C AT I O N

T he Portuguese poet and thinker Fernando  
Pessoa was born in Lisbon on June 13, 1888, 
to Maria Magdalena Pinheiro Nogueira &  

Joaquim de Seabra Pessoa. Pessoa’s father died of  
tuberculosis on July 13, 1893, when Pessoa was five 
years old, and in December 1895, Pessoa’s mother mar-
ried João Miguel Rosa. The trajectory of Pessoa’s life 
changed drastically in January 1896, when Rosa moved 
the new family to Durban, South Africa, where he 
began to serve as the Portuguese consul. As a result of 
his stepfather’s position, Pessoa grew up in South Af-
rica and had an English education. This would deeply 
affect his mature literary production, much of which 
was written in English. 

Pessoa first attended St. Joseph’s in Durban, a con-
vent school run by Dominican Sisters, and was trans-
ferred to Durban High School in April 1899, where he 
studied for the next three years (see image next page).
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[bnp/e3, 28a – 20r]
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In 1901, Pessoa passed the Cape School Higher Exami-
nation with dist inct ion, and in August  of the same year 
embarked for Portugal with his family, where they re-
mained for a year. When Pessoa returned to South Af-
rica in September 1902, he was enrolled in the Durban 
Commercial School, and then in 1903 he applied to the 
University of the Cape of Good Hope. Pessoa’s marks 
on the Matriculation Examination were unimpressive, 
but he was nevertheless awarded — of 899 candidates 
.— a Queen Vict oria Memorial Prize for the best  essay 
in English. When he later took the Intermediate Exami-
nation at the University of the Cape of Good Hope, in 
1904, he obtained the highest  results of all the regional 
candidates from Natal, South Africa. Pessoa’s marks on 
the Intermediate Examination entitled him to a schol-
arship to st udy in England, but the scholarship had a 
condition: recipients had to have st udied in South Af-
rica for the three previous years. Since Pessoa’s return 
to Portugal in 1901–1902 had interrupted his residency, 
he was deemed ineligible. With England ruled out, Pes-
soa decided to defi nitively return to Portugal, where he 
enrolled in the Curso Superior de Letras (Superior 
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Course of Letters) at the University of Lisbon. Pessoa 
attended philosophy classes in 1906 & 1907, and it was 
during this early period in Lisbon that he elaborated his  
projects for philosophical works. In South Africa, he  
had primarily been concerned with literary and poetic 
projects, so the Lisbon years constitute a turning point:  
they are characterized by Pessoa’s emphasis on philoso-
phical research and his interest in penning philosophi-
cal works. During these Lisbon years, he outlined many 
philosophical essays in English, while his interest in 
philosophy and philosophical projects later appears to 
diminish.

But throughout his life, Pessoa never abandoned the 
idea of writing in English. His first literary experiments 
were published in English, in the South African Natal 
Mercury — including a poem he signed as Charles  
Robert Anon. This reveals that Pessoa’s practice of 
writing under other names originates in his youth, as 
I will discuss in more detail below. After his return to 
Portugal, Pessoa continues to write in English — as  
mature texts like “Antinous” and 35 Sonnets both de-
monstrate. Above all, however, it is Pessoa’s philoso- 
phical essays & project drafts that reflect his lasting  
interest in writing in English. All of the pieces in this 
volume were originally composed in English, and 
this is one aspect of their significance. Given a global  
interest in the philosophical subtlety of Pessoa’s po-
etry, the publication of his English philosophical essays 
should provoke no less interest. 



nuno ribeiro

vi

Prominent international philosophers like Alain Ba-
diou and Simon Critchley have worked on Pessoa’s po-
etry, while Portuguese intellectuals have likewise treated 
Pessoa as a philosophical provocateur. 1 In the wake of 
classic works such as José Gil’s Fernando Pessoa ou la mé-
taphysique des sensations, Eduardo Lourenço’s Fernando 
Pessoa, Roi de notre Bavière, and Paulo Borges’ O Teatro 
da Vacuidade ou a impossibilidade de ser eu, a new gen-
eration of Portuguese and international researchers 
are engaged in philosophical investigations of Pessoa’s 
work, too. 2 The present edition can serve as an illumi-
nating guide for future work on Pessoa’s relationship  
to philosophy.

1.  See the chapter “A Philosophical Task: To Be Contemporaries 
of Pessoa” in Alain Badiou, Handbook of Inaesthetics (California: 
Stanford University Press, 2005) 36–45, and Simon Critchley, 

“Surfaciality: Some Poems by Fernando Pessoa, one by Wallace 
Stevens, and the Brief Sketch of a Poetic Ontology,” Gramma,  
v. 14 (2006) 107–130.

2.  For example, see the volume edited by Paulo Borges entitled Ol-
hares Europeus sobre Fernando Pessoa (Lisbon: Centro de Filosofia  
da Universidade de Lisboa, 2010), which contains essays by  
Portuguese, Spanish, German, and Italian thinkers. 
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T H E  P E S S OA  A RC H I v E  A N D  T H E 
U N P U b L I S H E D  P H I LO S O P H I C A L 

W R I T I N G S

In 1905, the year Pessoa returned to Portugal, he began 
a long and intense period of literary creation that lasted 
until his death in 1935, though most of this work remained 
unknown during his life. In fact, Pessoa published only 
one book while he was alive, Mensagem (Message), which 
was released the year before his death. Aside from Men-
sagem, he also published poems and articles in a variety of 
literary journals and magazines, but those texts did not 
constitute a book. Rather, they were generally conceived 
as parts of other books — books that were to come — as 
he asserts in many of his letters.

In the Pessoa Archive, which is housed in the Bib-
lioteca Nacional de Portugal (bnp), one finds outlines 
for a host of projects as well as fragments Pessoa wrote 
in Portuguese, English, and French on the most diverse 
topics. Besides his poetry and fiction, Pessoa delves into 
politics and economics, mysticism and astrology. These 
unpublished writings have provided the grist for a num-
ber of philological, literary, and philosophical studies 
since Pessoa’s death, and still give rise to disagreement 
over how best to publish them. Among Pessoa’s unpub-
lished projects, one finds the Philosophical Essays — the 
material that comprises this volume. 
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Although some of the texts presented here have 
been published previously,3 most of them are being 
published here for the first time, while this edition is 
novel in other regards. To date, the only other edition 
to be exclusively concerned with Pessoa’s philosophi-
cal writings is António Pina Coelho’s Textos Filosóficos 
de Fernando Pessoa, 4 which was first printed in 1968,  
and which suffers from a series of problems. To begin 
with, it contains only a limited selection of Pessoa’s 
philosophical texts — mainly those that are easiest to  
transcribe — while Coelho restricts himself to just four 
of the Pessoa Archive’s fourteen philosophical enve-
lopes. Moreover, Coelho’s selection, transcription, & 
organization of Pessoa’s texts follow no critical criteria. 
Texts are ranged according to thematic concepts that 
correspond neither to any thematic principle establish-
ed by Pessoa, nor to any project conceived by Pessoa 
for distributing these texts. In effect, Coelho presents 
the various Textos Filosóficos as if they were loose sheets, 
lacking any discernible connection among themselves. 
Perhaps due to this, his edition failed to evoke any  
serious interest in  Pessoa’s  philosophical  writings.5

3.  It is impossible to state exactly the precise number of unpublished 
texts considering the amount of articles and books concerning 
new aspects of the Pessoa Archive that have been and are cur-
rently being published. As a reference, we follow the main editions 
of Pessoa’s work.

4.  Fernando Pessoa, Textos Filosóficos de Fernando Pessoa, ed. with  
a preface by António Pina Coelho (Lisbon: Ática, 1968).
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writings.5 
Two other volumes related to this material include 

Pedro Teixeira da Mota’s Fernando Pessoa. Moral, Regras 
de Vida, Condições de Iniciação, and Teresa Rita Lopes’ 
Pessoa Inédito. 6 Mota’s book contains a selection of 
philosophical writings that concern moral problems 
.— notably, some projects for Pessoa’s “Essay on Free-
Will.” But his edition is only partially devoted to philo-
sophical texts; it also contains mystical & ritual texts  
by Pessoa, as well as literary texts that are not directly 
linked to his philosophical efforts. Moreover, Mota’s 
selection — like Coelho’s — follows no principle or 
project established by Pessoa. In Lopes’s edition, on 
the other hand, there is only one chapter devoted to 

5.  In some recent articles I analyze in detail the problems concerned 
with the earlier edition of Coelho’s Textos Filosoficos. See: Nuno 
Ribeiro, “Os Livro Filosóficos Inacabados de Pessoa — Problemas 
e Critérios para a Publicação dos Escritos Filosóficos de Pessoa,” 
Philosophica, №38 (Lisbon: Edições Colibri, 2011) 165–174; Nuno 
Ribeiro, “Tive em mim milhares de Filosofias” — questões para a 
edição dos escritos filosóficos inéditos de Pessoa,” cultura entre 
culturas, №3 (Lisbon: Âncora Editora, 2011) 192–200. In the se-
cond volume of my doctoral dissertation, I present an alternative 
and more complete edition of Pessoa’s philosophical writings: 
Nuno Ribeiro, Tradição e Pluralismo nos Escritos Filosóficos de 
Fernando Pessoa & Escritos Filosóficos de Fernando Pessoa (Lisbon: 
Faculdade de Ciências Sociais e Humanas da Universidade Nova 
de Lisboa, 2012). 

6.  Teresa Rita Lopes (ed.), Pessoa Inédito (Lisbon: Livros Horizon-
te, 1993) see specifically pages 106–109 (2.13. “Onde o poeta se 
manifesta animado pela filosofia”) and 397–420 (8. “Um poeta 
animado pela Filosofia”). 
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philosophical texts, yet it also contains a number of 
non-philosophical texts by Pessoa.7 

The novelty of the present edition, then, is not only 
that it presents hitherto unpublished — and in many 
cases, previously unknown — philosophical writings by 
Pessoa, but also that these texts are arranged in light of 
the philosophical projects conceived by Pessoa himself. 
As scrupulously as possible, this edition presents Pessoa’s 
philosophical fragments in the order and structure that 
Pessoa started to realize, but never finished — and under 
the several names he signed them with. 

In a draft, Pessoa once writes out the title Philosophi-
cal Essays (see image on xii), without entirely specifying 
which of his essays should be included under that title.8

 
7.  Besides the problematic editions of Pessoa’s philosophical texts, 

and the two texts mentioned above, there are also sporadic ref-
erences to the philosophical texts in other books on Pessoa. For 
one example, see Pablo Javier Pérez López’s Poesía, Ontología y 
Tragedia en Fernando Pessoa. But López’s book presents the same 
problems as Coelho’s (which is used as one of the bases for the 
analysis of Pessoa’s philosophy).

8. This draft (written circa 1906–1907) is in the Pessoa Archive. In 
it, Pessoa outlines a list of essays, all of which he scratched out; 
in place of those titles he wrote “Philosophical Essays,” thereby 
indicating a sketch of a new list, but without accurately denoting 
which essays were to be included in the proposed book, revealing 
a lack of clarity (or decision) about the contents. In fact, through-
out the Pessoa Archive, one finds hundreds of projects and lists 
of works, most of which Pessoa abandoned. This list, although 
representative of his interest in gathering many of his essays under 
the title “Philosophical Essays,” is very confusing and unclear.  
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But the Pessoa Archive preserves many fragments for 
philosophical essays, and I believe that there is no more 
accurate title under which to gather these fragments.  
The present edition collects what was produced (and has

It contains, for instance, in the scratched out list, references to 
“studies in phrenology, physiognomy, etc.,” as well as “The study  
of the character,” which Pessoa very specifically classifies, in  
another document, as “Microsophy” [bnp/e3, 24 – 120v], not as 
philosophy. In that definition of Microsophy, Pessoa lists five  
categories distinctly not related to philosophy:

Microsophy = the science of the minute.

Includes:
1. Phrenology.
2. Physiognomy.
3. Graphology.
4. Childology.
5. All other small sciences.

[bnp/e3, 24 – 120v]

The scratched out list also contains “spiritualism” as an entry, 
but that should be considered in the context of Pessoa’s eso-
teric thought, which constitutes an entirely different area of the 
archive. In fact, most of the titles concerning esotericism will 
appear in other lists not marked “Philosophical Essays.” There-
fore, in general, the list is not representative of the philosophi-
cal activity developed by Pessoa concerning the writing of the 

“Philosophical Essays.” That is a possible reason for Pessoa’s 
scratching out the first list and not completing the second, hop-
ing perhaps to develop a superior (or simply definitive and final) 
list in the future, but he never writes such a list. The title serves 
then only as an indication of the plan for gathering many of his 
philosophical texts under the designation “Philosophical Essays.”
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survived) of Pessoa’s English Philosophical Essays — that 
is to say, the fragments of a collection that he never  
himself finished.

[bnp/e3, 48b – 152r]

3
P H I LO S O P H Y  I N  T H E  C O N T E x T

O f  P E S S OA’ S  WO R k

Many have noticed that Pessoa refers to philosophers 
and philosophical concepts throughout his literary oeu-
vre. What is still scarcely known is the extent to which 
his interest in philosophy outstrips these references. In 
an autobiographical English text concerning his poeti-
cal production, Pessoa writes:

I was a poet animated by philosophy, not a philosopher 
with poetic faculties. I loved to admire the beauty of 
things, to trace in the imperceptible and w through the 
minute the poetic soul of the universe.
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[bnp/e3, 20 – 11r]

This text, which is often used by Pessoa scholars to 
provide proof of his interest in philosophy, can be only 
considered as partially true — like most of his ‘auto-
biographical’ statements. If we observe the number 
of philosophical concepts that recur throughout his  
poetic, literary, and fictional creations, there is suffi-
cient support for the truth of this statement. And yet: 
it was not only through poetic, literary, and fictional 
creations — that is to say, as “a poet” — that Pessoa 
expressed his interest in philosophy. Besides his being 

“a poet animated by philosophy,” one finds proof in  
the Pessoa Archive that he was also the author of a  
series of straightforwardly philosophical prose pieces 
that remained unpublished during his lifetime.
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The Pessoa Archive, which is catalogued at the Bib-
lioteca Nacional de Portugal (bnp) under the designa-
tion E3 (Espólio 3: 3rd Archive), is divided into envelopes 
and comprises more than 27,000 sheets in toto. Each  
envelope is classified by a number & a designation, and 
holds a varying number of sheets. Among these many  
envelopes, 14 are devoted to philosophy, and they con-
tain a total of 1,428 separate sheets — a testament to 
Pessoa’s philosophical output. 9 To give a single exam-
ple, on a fragment whose verso is signed by Alexander 
Search — an English pre-heteronym of Pessoa’s — one 
reads:

Thousands of theories, grotesque, extraordinary, pro-
found, on the world, on man, on all problems that per-
tain to metaphysics have passed through my mind. I 
have had in me thousands of philosophies not any two 
of which — as if they were real — agreed. All the ideas  
I had if written down had been a great cheque on pos-
terity; but by the very peculiar character of my mind, 
no sooner did the theory, the idea strike me that it dis-
appeared, and after I ached to feel that one moment 
after I remembered nothing — absolutely nothing of 
what it might have been. Thus memory, as all my other 
faculties predisposed me to live in a dream.

9. There are five envelopes (151, 152, 153, 154, and 155) with the desig-
nation “Filosofia,” one (15a) with “Filosofia-Metafísica,” four (15b1, 
15b2, 15b3, and 15b4) with “Filosofia-Psicologia” and, finally, four 
(22, 23, 24, and 25) with “Textos Filosóficos.” 
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[bnp/e3, 15b3 – 12]

Aside from English texts, the archive also contains 
texts written in Portuguese and French that touch 
on figures of the philosophical tradition and that ex-
plore philosophical concepts. These texts, which were 
typically conceived as being part of larger projects, are 
also unfinished. The fragmentary character of Pessoa’s 
philosophical writings is consistent with what we find 
elsewhere in the archive, and he gives an account of  
this incompleteness in the following English text:

My writings were none of them finished; new thoughts 
intruded ever, extraordinary, inexcusable associations 
of ideas bearing infinity for term. I cannot prevent my 
thoughts hatred of finish[ing]; […]
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My character of mind is such that I hate the beginnings 
and the ends of things, for they are definite points.10

Thus, Pessoa’s philosophical fragments express the un-
finished character of his writings in general. The Pessoa 
Archive preserves over 1,000 of the most diverse kind  
of philosophical texts by Pessoa — on the concepts of 
sensation, free-will, causality, & so on — while among 
them one finds the elements of Pessoa’s Philosophical 
Essays. 

Pessoa’s Philosophical Essays date from, or were at least 
begun during the 1906–1907 Lisbon period. On the 
whole, the texts were attributed to two English literary 
personalities that Pessoa had invented in South Africa: 
Charles Robert Anon and Alexander Search. These pre-
heteronyms are independent literary personalities with 
complex biographies and literary works of their own, and 
in these pre-heteronymic personalities, we can see the 
first clear indications of Pessoa’s later, much-discussed 
“heteronyms.”

In a “Bibliographical Notice” he published in 1928  
in a Portuguese literary review, Presença, Pessoa intro-
duced Alberto Caeiro, Ricardo Reis, and Álvaro de 
Campos as his only heteronyms (to date). While Pessoa 
does not say in that text whether or not he will publish 
under other heteronyms in the future, he does give us

10.  Fernando Pessoa, Escritos Autobiográficos, Automáticos e de Refle-
xão Pessoal (Lisbon: Assírio & Alvim, 2003) 100.
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some clues for understanding his notion of a “hetero-
nym.” In the text, Pessoa makes this differentiation  
between a heteronym and a pseudonym: “The pseud-
onym’s work is the work of the author in its own per-
son, save the name he signs; the heteronym’s work is 
the work of the author outside its own person.” 11 In a 
text titled “Aspects,” which was supposed to serve as 
an introduction to his heteronymic works, he explains 
further:

You should approach these books as if you hadn’t read 
this explanation but had simply read the books, buying 
them one by one at a bookstore, where you saw them 
on display. You shouldn’t read them in any other spirit. 
[…] That doesn’t mean you have the right to believe in 
my explanation. As soon as you read it, you should sup-
pose that I’ve lied — that you’re going to read books by 
different poets, or different writers, and that through 
those books you’ll receive emotions and learn lessons 
from those writers, with whom I have nothing to do  
except as their publisher.12

 
Pessoa produces an array of texts written in different 
styles and attributed to a catalogue of heteronyms. By

11.  “A obra pseudónyma é do autor em sua pessoa, salvo o nome que 
assina; a heterónyma é do auctor fora da sua pessoa.” Fernando 
Pessoa, “Tábua Bibliográfica,” Presença, nº 17 (1928) 10.

12.  Fernando Pessoa, Selected Prose of Fernando Pessoa, ed. and tr. by 
Richard Zenith (New York: Grove Press, 2001) 4-5.
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doing so, he becomes a plurality of literary personali-
ties, each of whom has authored “works.” Two ex- 
amples of his heteronymic work are The Keeper of Sheep, 
written under the name of Alberto Caeiro, and Book 
of Odes, written in a Horatian style, under the name 
of Ricardo Reis. Pessoa’s plurality of heteronyms ex- 
presses his conception of the self as a multiplicity. 
Throughout the works of Pessoa’s heteronyms, one  
finds traces of this conception of a decentered self that 
was, most probably, inspired by Nietzsche. 13 In the  
poetry of the heteronym Ricardo Reis, one reads: 

“Countless lives inhabit us.” 14 In the poem “Passage 
of Time,” the heteronym Álvaro de Campos says of  
himself: “I’m more varied than a random crowd, / I’m 
more diverse than the spontaneous universe.” 15 In poem 
XXIX of The Keeper of Sheep, Caeiro, the most desub-
jectivated of all of the heteronyms, affirms: “ I’m not 
always the same in what I say and write.” 16 The poetry 
& prose of ‘Pessoa’ is rife with statements of this kind.

13.  In my book Fernando Pessoa e Nietzsche: O pensamento da plu-
ralidade, I outline in detail the connection between Nietzsche’s 
view of the self as a multiplicity and the construction of the het-
eronomy in Pessoa’s work, developing, just as well, a genealogy of 
the concept of the heteronym from Nietzsche’s perspectivalism.  

14.  Fernando Pessoa, Fernando Pessoa & Co. (New York: Grove 
Press, 1998) 137.

15.  Álvaro de Campos, Poesia, ed. by Teresa Rita Lopes (Lisbon: 
Companhia das Letras, 2002) 244.

16.  Alberto Caeiro, Poesia, ed. by Fernando Cabral Martins (Lisbon: 
Assírio & Alvim, 2001).
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But Pessoa’s creation of a pluralist ‘Pessoa’ has a 
branching, convoluted structure. Besides the hetero-
nyms, one finds other literary personalities in his oeu-
vre. If we may speak of his heteronym as a literary per-
sonality, then we can also say that a heteronym is only  
one such personality, and that he creates others — the 
semi-heteronym, sub-heteronym, and pre-heteronym. 
Or put differently, if ‘literary personality’ can be con-
ceived as a genus, then Pessoa’s heteronyms, semi-
heteronyms, sub-heteronyms, and pre-heteronyms can 
be regarded as its species. And all of these types of lit-
erary personalities help to structure his literary space.

Pessoa’s oeuvre includes a number of works by semi-
heteronyms — take The Book of Disquiet by Bernardo 
Soares, or The Education of the Stoic by the Baron of 
Teive — as well as a set of texts by sub-heteronyms like 
Thomas Crosse and I.I. Crosse. The difference between 
a heteronym and a semi-heteronym is this: a heteronym 
differs from its author, not only in its way of thinking and 
feeling, but also in its style of writing; a semi-heteronym 
only differs from its author in its way of thinking and 
feeling, not in its style. Thus, in his “Preface to Fictions 
of the Interlude,” Pessoa explains his semi-heteronym 
Bernardo Soares in this way: 

Bernardo Soares, while differing from me in his ideas, 
his feelings, and his way of seeing and understanding, 
expresses himself in the same way I do. He is a different 
personality, but expressed through my natural style.17
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17

Sub-heteronyms, on the other hand, play a fundamen- 
tally different role in Pessoa’s oeuvre: they are literary 
personalities entrusted with translating or writing essays 
about the works of the heteronyms & semi-heteronyms. 
The labor of Pessoa’s sub-heteronyms is to divulge the 
works of his other literary personalities, and their exis-
tence is strictly attached to that labor. But underlying  
Pessoa’s fabrication of all of these other types of hetero-
nyms, are what Pessoa scholars usually call his pre-het-
eronyms. In a famous letter to João Gaspar Simões con-
cerning the genesis of the heteronyms, Pessoa says this:

Ever since I was a child, it has been my tendency to 
create around me a fictitious world, to surround my-
self with friends & acquaintances that never existed.18

 
The first public appearance of a heteronym occurred in 
the modernist Portuguese review Orpheu, in 1915, when 
Pessoa presented for the first time the “Opiary” and  
“Triumphal Ode” of Álvaro de Campos. But by that  
time, he had already conceived and written under the 
name of several other literary personalities. In his early 
writings, one finds English and French poetry and 
prose under the names of literary personalities — pre-
heteronyms —, which constituted a literary laboratory 
for the creation of his heteronyms. And among the pre-

17.  Ibid., 313.
18.  January 13, 1935. Ibid., 254. 
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heteronymic documents, one also finds myriad projects 
for literary works, to be written in different styles, and 
attributed to different personalities, many of which al-
ready have individual biographies. These early projects, 
assigned to several literary personalities, constitute a  
pre-heteronymic background for the creation of Pes-
soa’s later heteronyms, and it is during this pre-hetero-
nymic stage that the works of Charles Robert Anon  
and Alexander Search emerge. 

In the Pessoa Archive one finds poems, fiction, and 
scientific observations attributed to Charles Robert 
Anon and Alexander Search, and the Philosophical Es-
says are just one part of their production. In the fabrica-
tion of these two pre-heteronyms and the texts written 
in their names, Pessoa begins to develop subjects that 
clearly influence his later heteronyms and heteronymic 
works. At the same time, a poetry “animated by phi-
losophy” will be a poetry alive with the highly varied 
impulse of Pessoa’s early philosophical texts. And this 
is, in effect, what he states in a fragment contemporary 
to the heteronymic productions, where he discusses the 
difference between his literary creation and that of the 
Persian poet Omar Khayyám:

Omar had one personality; I, fortunately or unfortu-
nately, have none. What I am one hour, I am not the next 
hour; what I’ve been one day, the next day I’ve forgotten. 
Omar, who is who he is, lives only in one world, which  
is the external world; I, who am not who I am, live not 
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only in the external world, but in a successive and di-
verse internal world. His philosophy, even if he wants to 
be the same as Omar’s, can not at all be the same. Thus, 
without my consent, I have in me, as if they were souls, 
the philosophies I criticize; Omar could reject them all, 
because they were external to him; I can’t reject them, 
because they are myself.

[bnp/e3, 1 – 2r] 19

Though a pre-heteronym, Pessoa already left this short 
biographical sketch for (& from) Charles Robert Anon:.

I, Charles Robert Anon, 
being, animal, mammal, tetrapod, 
primate, placental, ape, catar-
rhyna,    man; 
eighteen years of age, not 
married (except at odd 
moments) megalomaniac, 
with touches of dipsomania, 
dégénéré superior, poet, with 
pretensions to written humour, citizen 
of the world, idealistic philo-
sopher, etc. etc. (to spare 
the reader further pains). 

In the name of truth , 
science and philosophia ,

19.  Originally in Portuguese. 
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not with bell, book +
candle, but with pen,
ink and paper,
Pass sentence of excom-
munication on all priests and
all sectarians of all
religions in the world.

Excomunicabo vos.
Be damn’d to you all.

Ansi-soit-il.
Reason, Truth, Virtue 

 per C.R.A.

[bnp/e3, 144c2, 5v a 6r]
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This auto-psychography of Charles Robert Anon, at 
the age of eighteen, succinctly expresses the relation 
between Pessoa’s construction of a pre-heteronym and 
his new interest in philosophy. In this text, Anon is 
characterized as an “idealistic philosopher” who fights 
with pen and ink “in the name of truth, science, 
and philosophia.” And, in an English notebook  
titled “The Transformation Book or Book of Task”  
[bnp/e3,  48c – 1 – 5], Pessoa left us the following bio-
graphical sketch and characterization of Alexander 
Search, to whom various titles are attributed:

Alexander Search.

Born June 13th 1888, at Lisbon.

Task: all not the province of the 

other three.

1. “The Portuguese Regicide and the

Political Situation in Portugal.”

2. “The Philosophy of Rationalism.”

3. “The Mental Disorder(s) of Jesus.”

4. “Delirium.”

5. “Agony.”
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[bnp/e3, 48c  – 3r]

“The Philosophy of Rationalism,” here attributed to 
Search, is probably a variant title for the “Essay on the 
Nature and Meaning of Rationalism” presented in this 
edition — though one cannot be entirely sure. The 
former title indicates the philosophical concerns of a 
specific pre-heteronym, side by side with his interest in 
politics, the problem of madness (or, rather precisely, 
the madness of Jesus), and poetics.
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Pessoa gives Anon’s and Search’s signatures to some  
of the texts collected here, whereas others are not ex-
plicitly attributed to any personality, and should there-
fore read as if they were written “anonymously” (all 
such texts have been designated herein as “unsigned”). 
This is the case with the essays “On the Nature and 
Meaning of Rationalism,” “On the Idea of Responsibil-
ity,” “On Error,” “On Sensation,” “Essay on Heraclitus,” 

“On Thomas Aquinas,” and “Essay on Pascal,” all of 
whose authorship can only be attributed with skepti-
cal reserve.20 In the Pessoa Archive, there are also two 
extensive reading notebooks from 1906: one signed by 
Charles Robert Anon, the other by Alexander Search. 
In Anon’s notebook [bnp/e3 – 13a, 2  et  seq.] one finds

20.  For example, according to some notes about sensation con-
tained in a notebook signed by Anon, we could attribute the 

“Essay on Sensation” to him. Similarly with the essay “On the 
Idea of Responsibility,” which was originally conceived as a 
theme to be considered in the project of the “Essay on Free 
Will,” explicitly attributed to Anon (such as the essay “On 
the Limits of Science,” also signed by Anon). In a loose sheet, 
where Pessoa notes and translates a Greek sentence of Heracli-
tus [bnp/e3, 133 – 8], one also finds the signature of Alexander 
Search. This could demonstrate that the interest in Heraclitus 
be associated with Search, but it is not sufficient evidence for 
definitively attributing the material to him. Thus any attribu-
tion of the unsigned texts to a specific personality can only be 
made, according to the clues left by Pessoa, strictly conjectur-
ally. Concerning the “Essay on the Nature and Meaning of 
Rationalism,” we’ve already noted that it could be interpreted 
as a variant title of Search’s “The Philosophy of Rationalism.”
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a lengthy list of books, among which are included the 
names of philosophical figures followed by the titles of 
their works — Aristotle, Malebranche, Spinoza, Leibniz, 
Berkeley, Schopenhauer, Hegel, and so on. 21 The same 
titles are listed in the philosophical reading notebook 
attributed to Search [bnp/e3, 144h], which orders phi-
losophers’ works from “A” to “Z” (see image below: cover)..

[bnp/e3, 144h]
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21

But as this overlap indicates: while some of Pessoa’s 
Philosophical Essays are unattributed, there are also 
cases where a single text is given different attributions 
in different contexts.22 This is the case, for example, 
with the “Essay on the Idea of Cause,” whose fragments 
are signed both by Search [bnp/e3 – 154, 99 – 100] and 
Anon [bnp/e3, 13a – 5ar]. 

Nevertheless, what is reasonably clear is that Pessoa 
developed his Philosophical Essays under the names 
of several literary personalities, and within the coun-
terpoise or contradictions of several perspectives. As 
a result, if one expects to find anything like a unitary 
system in Pessoa’s philosophical texts, the going will 
be rough. In fact, he addresses the virtual impossibility  
of such unity in the following fragment:

[…] about a single thing ten thousand thoughts, and 
ten thousand inter-associations of those ten thousand

21.  In the notebook designated to Charles Robert Anon, there is 
a sequence of sheets [bnp/e3, 41 – 58] stamped with the name 
of this pre-heteronym, with reference to the readings made by  
Pessoa in the National Library of Portugal during 1906. In  
these sheets one finds, just as well, references to Pessoa’s philo-
sophical projects. That Search’s signature is on the verso of one 
of these sheets could possibly prove the connection between  
the two personalities [bnp/e3, 13a – 56]. 

22. This is the case not only with some of the philosophical writ- 
ings, but also with other texts in the Pessoa Archive, such as  
poetry and fiction, for there are many cases of multiple attribu-
tion of a text to several personalities.
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thoughts arise, and I have no will to eliminate or to ar-
rest these, nor to gather them into one central thought, 
where their unimportant but associated details might 
be lost. They pass in me; they are not my thoughts, but 
thoughts that pass in me.23

This passage, probably written in 1907, yields a crucial 
insight into the writings in question: they represent 
a stage of experimentation in which Pessoa develops 
a multiplicity of perspectives to correspond to multi-
ple ways of facing a philosophical problem or “a single 
thing.” These early writings — some pre-heteronymic, 
some unattributed — adopt different philosophical 
principles in order to produce different conclusions. To 
try to reduce these texts to a central unifying thought 
devoid of contradictions would be to betray Pessoa’s 
chosen way of writing philosophy — when he writes 
philosophy, he writes philosophies.

From the outset, Pessoa gives voice to a plurality of 
philosophies through a dialogue with Schopenhauer’s 
Essay on Free-Will, Pascal’s Pensées, Kant’s Critique of Pure 
Reason, and so on. His reading notebooks and diaries 
give an account of the various readings that coordinate 
his philosophical writings. A striking example of this is 
provided by Schopenhauer’s Essay on Free-Will. Pessoa 
owned a French translation of the book and his copy

  

23.  Fernando Pessoa, Escritos Autobiográficos, Automáticos e de Refle-
xão Pessoal, 100–101.
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shows signs of reading (underlining, comments, &c.).24 
This book influenced the construction of the elements 
for his “Essay on Free-Will,” as well as his “Essay on the 
Idea of Cause,” both of which draw upon and question 
the concepts developed in Schopenhauer’s work. And  
by 1906, Pessoa had also read Kant’s Critique of Pure 
Reason in a French translation by Jules Barni.25 In Anon’s 
reading notebook, we find the following statement:

Friday, 20th April, 1906

Holidays yet. Bibliotheca Nacional; began reading 
Critique of Pure Reason, in the French translation by 
Barni.2 6

[bnp/e3, 13a – 50r]
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