From O Pesadelo de António Maria to Ice Merchants: A Historical Survey of Portuguese Animated Cinema (1923–2023)
Abstract
In 2023, Portuguese animated cinema marked its centenary — an anniversary that, while commemorated across festivals, exhibitions, and academic events, also exposed a striking paradox: one hundred years of creative production remain largely absent from the international scholarly literature on animation. This article responds directly to that gap by presenting the first structured historical survey of Portuguese animated cinema available to an English-language readership, tracing its development across five chronological periods from its origins in 1923 to the landmark decade culminating in the Academy Award nomination of Ice Merchants (João Gonzalez, 2022).
Grounded in documentary and bibliographic research, the study draws on published histories, institutional records, festival archives, and press documentation, organized within a chronological-analytical framework. The foundational secondary source is Gaio's História do Cinema Português de Animação: Contributos (2001), supplemented by Gil (2019), Pereira (2011), and institutional materials relating to the Instituto Português de Cinema, the Fundação Calouste Gulbenkian scholarship programmes, and the CINANIMA festival archives. The fragmentary nature of the historical record — itself a symptom of the structural conditions the article examines — is acknowledged as a methodological condition of the field rather than a failing of the research.
The historical account is organized around five key periods. The first traces the origins of Portuguese animation to Joaquim Guerreiro's satirical O Pesadelo de António Maria (1923), a film whose subsequent loss and twentieth-century recovery from the CINANIMA archive encapsulates broader themes of archival precarity and institutional neglect. The second covers the early decades of isolated auteur production (1920s–1940s), marked by technical awareness of international developments pursued in the absence of domestic infrastructure. The third — and longest — period (1940s–1980s) examines the decisive role of advertising production in sustaining animation practice, the impact of the Estado Novo dictatorship and its censorship apparatus, the transformative effects of the 1974 democratic revolution, the foundational contributions of Vasco Granja's television programmes and the CINANIMA festival, and the Gulbenkian scholarship programme that enabled a generation of animators to train abroad. The fourth period covers the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, characterized by renewed creative momentum, the emergence of internationally recognized auteur works — including A Suspeita (José Miguel Ribeiro, 1999) and História Trágica com Final Feliz (Regina Pessoa, 2005) — and the severe disruption caused by the 2008 financial crisis. The fifth and final period (2013–2023) documents a decade of unprecedented international recognition alongside the persistence of structural fragility.
The article argues that Portuguese animated cinema has developed a strong auteur tradition and achieved remarkable international visibility, while remaining constrained by structural conditions that have proved remarkably constant across the century: the absence of a consolidated industry, limited specialized training provision, a weak relationship with domestic audiences, and the lack of a recognizable national aesthetic identity. These conditions are understood not as incidental failures but as defining features of a national animation tradition that developed, and continues to operate, in the absence of the industrial infrastructure that underpins more consolidated animation cultures. The Portuguese case is thus proposed as a productive comparative reference for broader scholarly conversations about national animation traditions in peripheral or industrially limited contexts.
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