
 

 

O	harpist... I didn’t care about the rest of Pessoa’s poem, about 
the mansards of dream, the pure gesture, the metaphysics of the 
inconsolable. It was as if he called out, o	nightly	drinker, and 
each translation wove an incantation on the world – an evocation 
in ill-fated times, an assault on oneiric evasion by the marvel of 
the real. Never had life brought me so low through circumstances 
outside myself. Months earlier, a writer explained to me in a 
diagram something I knew already: that solutions exist outside 
the mental framework of the moment, beyond the sheet of paper 
where the problem is laid out. He said it like a joke, imbricated 
with other jokes in which ballpoint pens rhymed with capuccino 
& pastel	 de	 nata. It went downhill from there. Precipitation 
yielded desperate lines that sounded like echoes of parodies: 
although	I	do	not	hope	to	turn	again.	Not truly. Their stature 
was that very curse, and they could be sucked on like horribly 
sugary candy. Even beset on all sides by Apocalypse, one must 
keep on smiling naturally. The days were fluid and short, 
punctuation was cruel, the nightmare was ongoing. That 
January evening, the blue river in the background was more than 
a blue ruler, color drawn from an illuminated manuscript, 
flouting winter. I walked down Rua das Trinas, where my 
childhood school used to be – a small corner palace with rooms 
likely far smaller than I remember – on my way to meet the 
harpist at Rua da Esperança (where my parents used to eat 
snails), in a house cluttered with «ancient tomes of ancestral 
sciences». It was a concert, and it was a peculiar, strange 
afternoon, the details of which I’ll leave for another time. It was 



 

 

the harpist who, only a few days later, saved my life with a single 
word: courage. Courage was the concrete manifestation of hope, 
and also the solution to the riddle. Everything was possible. 

 

I insist on reading Bluteau, the first and most beautiful of all the 
dictionaries of the language which happens to be ours. The 
definition of Hope sprawls across several pages. What can I do 
but surrender before its elegance: Act	 or	 movement	 of	 the	
appetite,	 whether	 sensitive,	 irascible	 or	 rational,	 tending	
towards	good;	or,	more	clearly,	it	is	the	efficient	desire	of	an	
absent,	difficult,	possible	good,	moved	by	the	confidence	of	
being	 able	 to	 obtain	 it.	 It’s hard to digest, as if hope itself 
contains, implicitly, the arrival of a kind of joy that seeks out 
further joy, or beatitude – for what more could we want? Bluteau 
drenches us in feelings, he supposes efficacies and adventures to 
come, seeing hope as an active force more than mere inclination. 
Hope is an adventure, let’s have at it! On the other hand, maybe it 
is naught but wishful thinking, a mere fantasy meant to distract 
us from the realism of fatality? Hope	 is	 the	 treasure	 of	 the	
poor	 &	 the	 refuge	 of	 the	 unfortunate.	 (...)	 It	 is	 also	 so	
common	 that	 everything	 depends	 upon	 it.	 If	 you	 remove	
hope	 from	 the	 world,	 you	 arrest	 all	 business,	 suspend	 all	
enterprise,	 exile	 the	 arts,	 exterminate	 the	 sciences,	 return	
creatures	 to	 their	 primordial	 chaos,	 &	 bury	 the	 world	 in	
idleness.	 Even while pulling the rug out from under our feet, 
Bluteau holds up hope as a necessary tool, a jewel and a buoy 



 

 

which keeps us afloat in a tempest of misfortune. And then he 
gives us the ekphrasis: The	Ancients	painted	hope	sitting	on	
the	 back	 of	 a	 Peacock,	 her	 face	 surrounded	by	 the	 Iris,	 or	
celestial	bow,	symbols	of	the	eye-catching	appearance	with	
which	it	fools	men.	Some	have	placed	an	anchor	in	her	right	
hand,	 to	 secure	 the	 dreams	 of	 the	Wise,	 and	 in	 her	 left	 a	
magical	 mirror,	 in	 which	 fools	 see	 many	 beautiful	 things	
that	dissolve	into	smoke.	Others	have	painted	hope	dressed	
in	green	and	crowned	with	flowers,	with	a	Cupid	on	her	lap,	
being	 breastfed.	 The	 color	 of	 her	 dress	 is	 the	 symbol	 of	
hope,	the	hat	of	flowers	denotes	the	harvest	of	fruits:	Cupid	
shows	 that	hope	subsists	on	 love,	 for	 it	guides	us	 towards	
good,	which	we	desire	 and	 cannot	help	but	 love	when	we	
see	it.	

	

Seneca had already given us a motto: Spes	metum	sequitur	– 
fear and hope walk hand in hand. Espinoza goes further by 
saying that Hope is an inconstant Joy and Fear an inconstant 
Sadness, caused by expectation accompanied by uncertainty, and 
that there is no Hope without Fear and Fear without Hope. Like 
the harpist, he also offers us the solution to fear and despair: to	
put	an	end	to	fear,	one	must	think	firmly,	which	is	to	say,	to	
enumerate	and	imagine	regularly	the	dangers	of	life	and	the	
best	manner	in	which	to	avoid	and	overcome	these	through	
courage	and	fortitude.	



 

 

 

Hope must be exercised, both through courage and through that 
prudent, active imagining of pros and cons. Success, as the writer 
suggested while drinking his mineral water, is beyond the 
horizon, both in logical terms and in the unpredictability of 
events. Thus, I searched my digital cabinet for a quote by 
Heraclitus, which I sang to myself, hoping to find a similar 
sentiment in one of my three translations: 

 

He	who	does	not	expect	the	unexpected	will	not	find	it,	for	
he	closes	himself	off	to	its	pursuit,	and	that	will	lead	him	to	
no	path.	

 

While	searching	for	revelation,	prepare	for	the	unexpected,	
for	it	is	hard	to	find	and	enigmatic	when	you	come	across	it.	

	

If	 hope	 (or	 conjecture)	 is	 not	 within	 you,	 you	 will	 never	
contact	the	unexpected:	no	paths	open	out	from	unexplored	
routes.	

 

I ask myself if it is indeed the same fragment, or if I made it up? 
But it is the same. To hope is to propitiate the unexpected. Of 
course, the Messiah will not come for vague hopes. That, or he’s 



 

 

come already, or he never will, as Kafka suggested. Other 
wondrous things arrive and may be well-received. Penelope 
hopes, weaving and unweaving stories while persisting in a hope 
that abandoned all others. Ulysses perseveres, refusing to forget 
the center of his existence even throughout all his misadventures. 
Argos, his dog, in Ithaca, keeps the noetic thread alive by 
surviving until his owner’s return. Forgetting would be to nullify 
hope. To return to the living requires the preservation of memory 
seasoned with hope – Penelope’s face glittering with jewels. It is 
to take one’s adornments and wear them close to the breast. 

 

These pieces were based on drawings which attempted to recreate 
the environment of the Iliad – vases, warriors with strange 
helmets, trees, abstract shapes, ornaments, fluid shapes of 
characters embracing glory. Perhaps they are something else, still 
en route towards definition, something so common in painting 
and jewelry, which is the rendering of the paradisaical present in 
the real. It is a thing in the process of inscribing itself. Signs and 
objects that instill in us the notion that there are possibilities 
beyond the readily apparent, and that delight us and thus evade 
and fight the ordinary, infusing pleasure and perhaps passion. 

I would like to finish with a comic parable: the scene with 
professor Tournesol at the end of Red	 Rackham’s	 Treasure.	
Faced with a version of the latin saying audaces	 fortuna	
adiuvat	 (fortune smiles upon the bold), which he did not 
understand, he quotes it later to Tintin and Captain Haddock’s 



 

 

astonishment. I could have sworn that it was «fortune assists 
boldness!» It must be from another book, another translation, 
another unexpected. The book says: “all is well that ends well”, a 
motto more fitting for our own days, preparing an end for a 
narrative. 


