
The most comprehensive section of the exhibition includes 

examples of João Abel Manta work as a designer, illustra-

tor and a sort of “cultural cartoonist”, i.e., author of por-

traits of national and international figures of culture for 

the same newspapers where he would publish his famous 

political or social observation cartoons, occupation in 

which, from 1969 until the end of the next decade, he per-

formed a true “silent revolution with no manifest” in the 

Portuguese imaginary, as Osvaldo de Sousa wrote.

Besides illustration examples (from the historical mari-

alvas from Cartilha by José Cardoso Pires, on its 4th edition 

in 1970, to the remarkable portraits by Aquilino Ribeiro for 

the special edition of Quando os Lobos Uivam in 2008 and 

by José Saramago for the special edition of Memorial do 

Convento of 2016) and the drawings exposed in galleries 

(like the ones dedicated to Alfred Jarry and Georges 

Meliès, noted for the capacity of framing those portraits in 

complex architectural or stage-like structures), the bulk 

of this section comes from four waves in which the 

Portuguese cartoonist revolutionary became the portrait-

ist of a wide range of personalities of the cultural, political 
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▲ Sketches for “Diálogos Confidenciais:  
José Gomes Ferreira e Garrett” (1973)

▲  Almada Negreiros (1971)
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and scientific arenas, Portuguese at first, and later foreign 

too, bringing those faces and names to the attention to a 

large share of the public, before, during and after the 

Revolution. We gather here the drawings that Manta pro-

duced, at the request of Diário de Lisboa, for its fifty-year 

issue, in 1971 (including the famous triple portrait of 

Almada Negreiros and the brave drawing of António Ferro, 

covering a huge Salazar stone head), the first large set of 

portraits for a newspaper made by the artist, followed by 

a set for one of the brightest series of his career, the 

“Diálogos Confidenciais” (Confidential Dialogues), which 

would show up on the cover of Suplemento Literário of the 

same evening paper (of which are also shown three pencil 

sketches, revealing the ease and energy of Manta’s draw-

ing). Shortly after the Revolution of 1974, already at Diário 

de Notícias, at the same time he publishes memorable 

cartoons on the first page, the artist produces for the cul-

tural supplement of the daily paper with the biggest circue-

lation and range in the country a new portrait gallery, 

which the lack of Censorship would now allow to include 

previously banned references (like Bento de Jesus Caraça) 

or murdered ones (like José Dias Coelho), and even mara-

tyrs of the Holy Inquisition like António José da Silva and 

Damião de Góis. Finally, belonging to his last work for a 

newspaper – the Jornal de Letras, Artes e Ideias, founded 

in 1981 – a series of portraits that, throughout that year, 

would be used, at the same time, as illustrations for the 

texts published on it and, due to its impact and dimension 

on the page, as true visual paratexts with undeniable 

authorial trademark. The change of technique – not Indian 

ink anymore, but charcoal instead – doesn’t disrupt the 

continuation of a perfect mastery of portrait (even when 

in close contact with notable caricatures), and some of 

these drawings will remain as his last masterpieces of this 

kind on graphic art.

What is intended (honestly, with no hardship) to show 

with this section is the astonishing stylistic and technical 

diversity of João Abel Manta: from simple drawings with 

clear lines using Indian ink, even when conjugated with pho-

tographs or reproductions of nineteenth-century images,  

to compositions in charcoal, closer to a picturesque  

chiaroscuro, or others in which the technique is already, 

obviously, the one of a painter working on paper. The palette 

of resources of the artist is vast, and the quality and wing-

span of the exposed original drawings are so much more 

worthy of admiration if we can remember that a big part 

of these pieces would be destined to being printed on 

newsprint and on a very reduced scale.

Without having ever accepted any commission, these 

portraits are proof, at least, of cultural or political ties 

between Manta and the portrayed people, some of them 

showing the mark of old and long-lasting friendships:  

c.f. the evolution of the face of Cardoso Pires on his 

portraits.

▲ Fernando Pessoa (1974)
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