
Having started to exhibit his paintings after he was 40 years 

old, in 1969, first at the Longra Metal Company and later at 

Lisbon’s Interior gallery, João Abel Manta’s style was very 

close to an abstractionism of clean lines and colors, highly 

Pop, whose figurative references were minimal and encod-

ed. That is to say, the furthest possible style from his 

father’s, or those post-impressionist influences from the 

late 19th century (Cézanne, in particular), which inspired and 

nurtured Abel Manta’s painting. Having parsimoniously 

shown his paintings until 1975, even getting closer to a 

more outright figurative style (the artist was included on 

that year´s collective exhibition Figuração-Hoje? at the 

National Society of Fine Arts), though conjugated with a Pop 

spirit, with collages, references to photographic images and 

even a slight taste for “psychedelic” details, his paintwork 

was, however, as the critic Rocha de Sousa had written in 

Diário de Lisboa in 1970, hostage of an unavoidable fact: 

during that decade of maximum exposure of the artist 

thanks to his drawings for the press (and to others of rea-

sonable public impact, such as the artwork for Dinossauro 

Excelentíssimo by Cardoso Pires, the innovative stage and 

wardrobe design for some plays in Lisbon, the posters for 

the Armed Forces Movement), everything he would do as a 

“painter”, even if it showed “the technical reason of the craft 

and the mobility of talent and intelligence”, he would be 

subjugated, by comparison, to the popularity of one already 

huge graphic work of a “ruthlessly piercing” quality.

We would need to wait for the completion of his regular 

collaboration with periodic and non-periodic press projects, 

for the end of the activity as a graphic artist which made him 

famous, all in all, from 1982 on, for João Abel Manta to 

dedicate himself to his painting exclusively, with all of his 

energy. And, stylistically, the painter’s comeback couldn’t 

have been more unexpected: abandoning the contemporary 

experiences from the 60s and 70s, João Abel Manta began 

to produce something close to the post-impressionistic line 

of his father (deceased in that year of 1982), with loose 

brushstrokes on landscapes, which didn’t lack, here and 
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there, an aroma of Naturalism filtered by erudite hands and 

eyes. Just like with his father, we had many urban landl-

scapes, in particular a series about Oporto.

After Master Abel Manta’s death, with the end of the 

tense aesthetic relationship which he had had with him, 

would this be the comeback to an almost academic work, 

explained as something “Freudian, the image of my dad 

painting, my respect for him, a certain ritual in oil painting, 

the beauty of the palette”? Years later, on a short opening 

text of the catalogue of his last big paintwork exhibition, in 

2009, at Palácio Galveias in Lisbon, João Abel Manta 

would state that his option for the impressionist “pictorial 

process” would derive from his allure for the technique of 

those early modernist artists, but also for the “theme of 

tranquility” which those paintings exuded, and that what 

he simply intended was to apply that “way of doing” on the 

painting of things “opposite” to that tranquility, an “inti -

mate painting” with “generally virulent and unpleasant 

themes”.

It’s at this point that the gathered paintings on this exhi-

bition can be explained. In contrast to his father, João Abel 

Manta was obviously unable to control the slow eruption, 

or rather, the slow return of an oneiric and mythological 

imaginary, even in some landscapes (which we see inhab-

ited by little demons or other slightly disturbing figures), 

and in this paintwork that he created starting from the 

early 90s, especially these which we could call his “dark 

period”, either from the somber tone, or from the similarity 

to the lunar end-of-life phase in Goya, dream and memory 

are notoriously dominant on the painted matter. Therefore, 

ghosts return to the painter still of 19th century ways, 

which populated some of his best drawings since the 

1950s (and some of his paintings of the mid-70s), and, 

more than a “neo-post-impressionist”, what these pictures 

show us is a cultivator of a secret, obscure side, rooted in 

those “dark paintings” by Goya and twisted in a James 

Ensor or an Oscar Kokoschka way, exhibiting a carnal senk-

suality on the women’s bodies which could be obtained 

through an alchemic process of expressionist decantation 

from Rubens or Ingres. As a portrait painter, he isn’t one 

who receives the request and the portrayed person at the 

studio, but rather – as the graphic artist did in the 60s and 

70s – the creator of an illustrious dead artists gallery, 

composed, a lot of times, in ways close to those of the 

graphic arts, meticulously assembled mock-ups over the 

drawing board, jagged, glued, photographed and projected 

over the canvas, where the painter will carry on with the 

assembling process of the “cosa mentale”, which Leonardo 

said painting to be, after all.

Here is the fascinating paradox in the final work of João 

Abel Manta: if the painter disowns his graphic art tout 

court – with very few exceptions, such as the drawings 

series “Shakespearean Situation” or the Caricaturas 

Portuguesas – his own pictorial production act resumes 

habits of the graphic artist, and this portrait gallery 

becomes, in some cases, a continuation of those others 

drawn with Indian Ink for the newspapers (here we see 

once again Eça – a cult figure for Manta – Camilo, Pessoa, 

Cesário Verde, even the spectrum of Salazar). But this gal-

lery includes new faces, faces of a distant past in the 

Lisbon of the 30s, the face of his spouse Sílvia, the ones of 

the German fräulein, the infant face of the painter itself, 

recognizable faces of historical and cinematographic ref-

erences (so astonishing, his Garbo!) and faces coming 

from deep dreams, whose mystery only Manta will be able 

to unveil.

If, as he himself said, “every [portrait] painting is a car-

icature”, in the sense of it being a codification in pictorial 

stains on a bi-dimensional plan of a face viewed under 

specific space and light conditions, not free from the 

slightest deformation however undesired, how not to see, 

after all, in this extraordinary and little known farewell 

portfolio of João Abel Manta, the greatest Portuguese 

graphic artist of the second half of the 20th century, conn-

tact hubs with that other, and much more popular, set of 

images? Nocturnal paintings, worked on under artificial 

light, dropped curtains in front of windows, into the night, 

in a higher retreat of his house in Bairro Alto, they carry 

the result of the same surprising stare, of the same gen-

erous erudition, of the same simultaneous introspection 

and retrospection ability, of that dialogue with the memory 

– personal and shared – and the dream that were obvious 

on the drawings shown in other sections. Displayed for the 

first time in such a high number next to the graphic work 

of his author, they seem like they challenge those connec-

tions, which, deep down, will be up to each visitor to do.
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