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Abstract 

Of the influences to which South African art has been subjected, that of 
Spain holds the possibility of being particularly beneficial, especially in the 
light of the many and evident correspondences between the two lands. 

Bartolome Bermejo played a crucial role in establishing features which 
endured in Spanish art down to the 20th century, and they survived in the art 
of Solana. In the writings of Miguel de Unamuno, the ethical and 
philosophical criteria of Spanish art were enumerated. They were seen as 
having sources in popular roots, as opposed to the elitist criteria of Ortega y 
Gasset. 

The two writers represented diametrically opposed positions in aesthetic 
theory, and it was Unamuno who asserted the Spanish artist's insistence on 
the concrete and particular rather than the abstract and general. Spain 
remained apart from the progressive and historicising movements that began 
with neo-classicism. 

The aesthetics of Spanish art would seem to be based on the opposition 
of formal and spiritual extremes, and on feeling rather than reason. 

A major concern of those who speculate about the state of art in South 
Africa today is the extent to which it can be said to have an authentic identity. 
They question whether one can talk of a truly South African art until the 
artists have developed something unique, which is of this land and of no 
other, notwithstanding the awareness of significant developments elsewhere. 
Many artists remain content in their dependence, an essentially provincial 
dependence, on Paris or New York, and produce more or less proficient 
variations of currently fashionable main-stream styles. 

Other artists share an attitude that coufd be , labelled as indigenous 
historicism, because they attempt to revive the iraditionalirnagery or style of 
Bushman or tribal art, and the result has too often been little better than a 
parody of the primal aesthetic: an ersatz neo-primitivism. 

A third group consists of those still truly rooted in a relatively primal 
cultural condition; the results of their work can be both authentic and unique, 
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as evidenced by the extent of their acceptance in the galleries of Europe and 
America; but the transition from tribe or township to the Boulevard s·t. 
Germain can be so traumatic, the link so tenuous, that those who attempt it 
often end up by producing progressively diluted and facile imitations of their 
early achievements, and sometimes by producing nothing at all. 

Why? Is this creative bubble so fragile that it bursts as soon as it is seen to 
exist? Are there in fact South African artists who have achieved a uniquely 
South African vision? Of which painter can it be said: yes, those are his 
colours, clouds, trees and light, his forms? At the risk of seeming 
platitudinous the name of Piemeef is among those that immediately spring to 
mind. His subjects are of this land, his sense of local colour; but what leaves 
his uniqueness in doubt is the extent of his dependence, at a crucial period of 
his development, from the mid-20s to the mid-30s, on stylistic formulas 
invented elsewhere, and the incorporation of certain of these elements into his 
mature style. A measure of a work's authenticity is the extent to which content 
and technique are inseparable and one must ask to what extent Pierneef was 
subject to the influence of the same brand of international Cubism that led to, 
say, the mature work of Jacques Villon (ills. l & 2). In spite of the differences 
due to the intrinsic character and climate of the localities represented, in spite 
of the fact that one painting represents the southern French landscape while 
the other represents a kloof in the Bushveld, the similarities are evident: the 
particular way in which the forms are faceted; geometricised yet without 
radical distortion; compositional devices such as the large, inverted triangle 
stretching the full breadth of the picture and separating middle ground from 
background. The stylistic correspondences are too striking to be coincidental. 

Certainly one cannot write off this art as nothing more than international 
Cubism plus local colour, but it remains a tempting model for artists to adopt 
an easy formula: main-stream style plus local content equals great South 
African art .. 

Of course, influences there must be. One cannot create in a vacuum, and 
the example of others can be' both an encouragement and a confirmation of 
one's own discoveries; but the nature of the influence is crucial, it can be either 
pernicious or salutary. Up till now the exemplars have been sought by and 
large in Paris, Munich, London or New York, largely because these have been 
centres for the international dissemination of influence; but is this sufficient 
reason? In terms of social makeup, of climate, of landscape, they show little 
similarity with our conditions. 

They have little to do with Africa, especially our Africa which apart from 
being Africa is also Europe and the Orient. If an impetus for our art, if not 
direction, must be sought in the art of an older culture, then an apt examplar 
would be that Africa in Europe, that Orient in Europe which is Spain. 

I do not wish to imply that the Spanish school is a sort of artistic 
promised land, ready with the final solution, because of course there is no 
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such thing. What I do maintain is thatitisa neglected example which could be 
of greater value to us. 

The hard dryness of much of the landscape in Spain, its topography, the 
brittle brightness of the light, especially on the Castilian plateau where colour 
is eaten up and bleached by the intensity of the light, and which incidentally 
helps to account for the Spanish love of monochrome effects in black and 
ochre, the climate, the social make-up which apart from the Iberian strain 
includes African, Islamic and North European represented by the crucial 
Visigothic element, all provide significant correspondences with our situation 
here. Why, with the notable exception of Roy Campbell and a few other lesser 
instances, has the potential for this influence been so largely ingnored? 
Perhaps it is because our access to its history has been through the medium of 
North-European literature, whose writers too often limit their attention to the 
few names they can accommodate within the conventional framework of 
artistic evolution in Europe, and simply ignore or undervalue the remainder. 

B.J. W. Hill, for example, who was head of the Department of Spanish at 
Eton College, simply writes off the whole medieval period with the statement 
that everything before el Greco is 'good but conventional'. 1 Consequently he 
dismisses Bermejo as little more than a follower of Flemish types, whereas 
even the most cursory comparison with his Flemish precedents would negate 
this notion (ills. 3 and 4). His Madonna may have been influenced by the type 
invented by Rogier van der Weyden, but the tragic role of Christ's mother at 
the Deposition is realised with a resonant and understated intensity, a kind of 
phlegmatic calm in the face of the emotional storm which is unknown in 
Flemish art. The sorrow is more intense because it is contained within a 
deeper emotional capacity. 

With regard to the dead Christ, Bermejo has rendered the Flemish pose 
more poignant and more true to life - or rather - death: the condition of 
which is expressed even in the quality of the light falling on the body. This 
type of association between the crepuscular and the tragic was supposed to 
have been a discovery of the 16th century, especially of Titian, but which 
Bermejo was utilising three-quarters of a century earlier. 

In the sorrowing figure of Canon Despla, to the right of Christ, the 
painter has attained an effect of personal reaction to the Christian tragedy 
which entails a virtual re-invention of the religious portrait subject. 

The tragic sense extends even to the darkened background with its 
storm-clouded sunset. The conventional view is that the mood landscape, the 
landscape as an extension of human emotion, was a later invention of High 
Renaissance painters such as Leonardo or Giorgione; so that in this realm as 
well Bermejo can be seen as an innovator. So much for Hill's notion of him as 
being little more than a follower of Flemish types. 

In his study of the 20th Century in Spain, Hill does not even mention 
Solana, who in Spain itself is accorded a prime and honoured place. 
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Solana took a stance diametrically opposed to the progressive trends of 
the international avant garde. He reaffirmed the constants in Spanish art in 
much the same way as did U namuno in his writings. Solana's immersion in 
the more anachronistic manifestations in the life of his people, in the darker 
realms, led him toward a style which was stolid and melancholy, permeated 
with the tragic sense, yet full of dark humour in the face of behavioural 
'anomalies and survivals from the past'.2 

Solana opposed the aesthetic and formalist bias of the mainstream 
movements of early modern art with a hard, prosaic realism, the effect of 
which depended largely on the honesty of the intention and depth of 
commitment to a way of life (ill. 5). He could bring new meaning to an 
outworn subject with an ethical rigour that matched Courbet's conception of 
realism as truth to experience. This is why he could iJI?part so austere a dignity 
to the people of his time, as well as inconsequentials like coats on chairs, or 
pipes, or beer bottles. 

Solana typifies one aspect of Spanish art ignored by the chroniclers of 
the mainstream, yet which in Spain itself is recognised as uniquely relevant 
and representative. 

It is for reasons like these that an increased awareness of the condition of 
this art, and related speculations by modern thinkers would seem 
appropriate; especially those of Miguel de Unamuno, who was a major figure 
in Spanish literature, Solana's counterpart in the literary realm, and the 
spokesman of a uniquely Spanish philosophy of art and life. 

His ideals have been described as more closely related to Eastern 
mysticism, than to Western intellectual tenets3, just as Spain itself was for so 
long 'cut off from the mainstream of European culture and subject to 
widespread influence from the middle East'.4 The leitmotiv of his work is the 
problem of life and death; 'reason' he says, 'tells him that death is but an 
ending ... yet man never ceases to yearn forimmortality'.5 His stance could to 
some extent be described as Nietzschean. Nietzsche's dictum that 'man is a 
thing to be surmounted',6 in other words that man's inherent weaknesses can 
be countered by transcendent effort, is parallelled by Unamuno's belief that 
man can achieve immortality through great deeds. 

In his novel Amory pedagogia, he asks the following question: 'Whence 
was art born? From the thirst for immortality ... a solid, substantial 
immortality!'7 In his belief that man can transcend death through his deeds, in 
fact through his art, one sees Unamuno not as a· pure thinker but as a 
philosopher of action. 

His ideal opposite is Ortega y Gasset, the humanist strongly influenced 
by German neo-Kantianism. Ortega represents the universalist and formalist 
trend in modern Spanish aesthetics, and the desire to merge the Spanish 
identity into a pan-Europeanism. U namuno by contrast extols what is unique 
in the art and thought. Ortega was educated in Germany, and it has been said 
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that 'he never really understood Spain'.!1 He deplored the fact that cultural 
activity in that land is popular rather than elitist, while it is this very strength 
of the popular roots that Unamuno extols. 

Both belong to that group of intellectuals that first became known as the 
Generation of '98, who, after the decay of the Spanish Empire, attempted to 
restore to the people some semblance of spiritual greatness.9 

How do these two stand within the wider ambit of modern aesthetic 
theory as propounded in the last hundred or so years? If it is true that one can 
distinguish two major tendencies: firstly the rationalist and formalist, in 
which either form-as-such or the scientific method is seen as the main 
criterion; and secondly the subjective and intuitive, then Ortega would be 
grouped with the first and Unamuno with the second. 

In the formalist category, which is largely Kantian in derivation, form is 
seen as the major criterion and the value of dramatic representation is 
denied.1° For this reason its relevance to Spanish art is minimal, although 
Ortega, as well as English theorists such as Clive Bell and Roger Fry are all 
representative. In the related trend of scientific aesthetics, the concern is with 
empirical method and data gathering. From the writings of its founder 
Gottfried Semper onward, this Kunstwissenschaft has been practical rather 
than philosophical,11 and has found virtually no following in Spain. 

In the second category, the subjective and intuitive, the aspect most 
relevant to Spanish art is the theory of Empathy. The thesis of its great 
protagonist, Wilhelm W orringer, was that we project ourselves by 
unconscious artistic sympathy into the things we perceive,12 and it is this 
concept that would seem most amenable to the notion of art as an essentially 
religious form of expression. It is here if anywhere that Unamuno can be 
accommodated within the wider scope of European thought. 

However, of all aesthetic categories modern and traditional, the one that 
has deepest relevance to Unamuno and Spanish art is the Tragic. In the 
Tragic, the ethical far outweigh the aesthetic considerations, and in Spanish 
art, purely aesthetic criteria such as beauty and taste are not really considered 
to be primary issues. Spanish art gives first place to neither beauty nor taste, 
but to truth, which is not primarily an aesthetic but an ethical value. The 
'supreme insincerity',13 says Unamuno, is the equation between beauty and 
truth: a point that Goya made in his Disasters of War, when to a scene of the 
most gruesome violence he appended merely the words: 'This is what I saw•.14 

To consider Spanish art in general terms is to involve oneself with the 
concrete rather than the abstract, with a human reality rather than a stylistic 
ideal. 'To be more than merely a man of letters', says Unamuno, 'it is more 
admirable to be, in addition, also a man'. 15 This way of thinking is basic to 
that artistic attitude (for it is more an attitude than a style) which is sometimes 
called Spanish Realism. 
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It was in fact basic to that mid-19th century movement known as 
Realism, which so quickly spread, purportedly from France, throughout 
Europe, and was so crucial to the development of modern art. The great 
proponent of Realism in French painti?g, <:rustave Cour~et,_ was deeply 
influenced by Spanish art, and he stated his behef as follows: I wish to convey 
the idea~, the way of life and aspect of my time as I see them, and to be not only 
a painter but a man.'16 'Painting is a concrete art'. he said, 'It is a physical 
language, made up not of words but of visible objects. '17 He might well have 
been talking of the early works of Velazquez (ill. 6), of those exceptionally 
expansive, weighty, rounded and substantial volumes; of those objects as 
accessible to touch as to sight; of sensations evoked by tanned, leathery skin, 
heavy fabrics, surfaces of terra-cotta. 'An abstract object' said Courbet, 'does 
not form part of the domain of painting.'18 

This preference for tangible specifics rather than intellectual concepts is 
why Spain has never been in the forefront of the idealist _tendencie~ of either 
the classicism of the 19th century or the formal geometric abstraction of the 
20th. It has produced no Mondrians, no Winckelmanns. Its ventures into the 
non-figurative realm have culminated in the tactile paint-surfaces ofSaura, or 
the concrete abstractions of Tapies. This concern with matter, with the 
heightened sense of the material, is a constant in Spanish art. 

Certainly the Velazquez of the early period achieved a culmination in the 
union of vision and matter (ills. 7 and 8). He painted what he could reach and 
touch. Tactile sensations are emphasised by hands grasping at objects; hard, 
soft; oily, dry; shiny, matte; brittle, pliant: these are the qualities he stressed. 

He loved all that is tactile and substantial. His concern was with the kind 
of information available to the senses of smell and touch and taste. Much of 
the strength of this art is in the directnes~ o~ the sensory experience -:- not 
merely of sight, which of the sensory faculties 1s the most useful to the rational 
process, but in the more basic and primal ones. It is not to the reason but to 
the senses that this art appeals primarily, and it is generally true of Spanish art 
that the preoccupation with intellect so evident in the Renaissance or its 
permutations, the love of rule and reason, i~ Spain simpl_y does no! figure all 
that prominently. It is very often the rule agamst rule that 1s emphasised. Lope 
da Vega gave his precept for writing plays: 'I lock up the rules' he said, 'with 
half a dozen keys.'19 

To the Cartesian cogito ergo sum, Unamuno's reply is: 'sum ergo 
cogita20 ... We can know nothing' he says, 'save what we love.'21 He affirms 
sensibility as superior to reason or reasons. 'For reasons' he says 'are only 
reasons, that is to say they are not even truths.'22 His response to the 'pure' 
intellectual who thinks only with the brain is: 'Para pansar qua/ tu ... es ... no 
tener nada mas que inte//egencia. '23 (To think like you is to lack all but 
intelligence). 
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What he infers and in fact says is that to think artistically is to think also 
with the blood. 

The ideal antithesis of this standpoint, perhaps again to risk 
platitudinism in a sense, would be that represented by the Dutch painter 
Mondrian, to whom the ultimate aim of art was the rational expression of 
artistic concepts. In attempting to rid art of human values and the last traces 
of contact with the world of representation, of virtually all considerations 
save those of mathematically expressible relationships, he was also in a sense 
a proponent of the ending of art. De Stijl he called his concept: the style: the 
ultimate style to end all style. After which reduction nothing would remain to 
be said; and the painters could presumably all pack away their brushes and be 
put out to pasture. It was precisely this brand of thinking that Ortega praised 
in his essay The Dehumanisation of Art, in which he advocated the divorce of 
art from life, and from human values.24 

This line of thinking however, and Mondrian's brand of rationalism, 
which of course was one of the cornerstones of modern art, had little influence 
in Spain. It would in fact seem characteristic of Spanish art in general that it 
undergoes periodic phases of self-imposed withdrawal, during which its 
situation in the European milieu is largely peripheral; and then emerges from 
isolation to produce an artist who radically alters the whole course of art: like 
Goya at the beginning of the 19th Century, and Picasso at the beginning of the 
20th. Perhaps the reason is that the history of Spanish art is a history of the 
accomplishments of isolated geniuses, as opposed to say the French school, 
the achievements of which are to a much greater extent the result of concerted 
group effort. 

The great master in French art is at the apex of a pyramid, whereas in 
Spain he is more like a promontory rising suddenly from a dark plain. He 
lacks the spirit of artistic community which has been basic to much art since 
the beginning of the 19th century. 

From the death of Goya to the emergence of Picasso, what great art there 
was in Spain was never in the forefront of progressive developments, just as 
the poetry of U namuno owed hardly anything to the progressive 
developments that began with Verlaine and Baudelaire. 'Over-sensitive and 
over-refined' he called them.25 It seems to have been their deliberate emphasis 
on the aesthetic aspect to which he took exception, because in the Spanish 
scale of artistic values pride of place is not given to pure aesthetics. The term 
'art for art's sake' in the context of Spanish art just does not ring true. 

When the term 'aesthetics' became current about the middle of the 18th 
century, at the beginning of the neo-classical period, when Baumgarten 
envisaged this new criterion by which a work of art could be appraised 
independently of ulterior considerations such as the religious, the political, 
the social or the moral, the role of aesthetics was to consider primarily those 
aspects which had to do with form, style and composition. It is significant that 
its coming into currency coincided with the birth of the historicising 
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movements, such as the neo-Classicism of David, the neo-Gothic ofViollet
le-Duc, the neo-Baroque of the Romantic painters, movements in which the 
style of a work was seen as something that could be arbitrarily superimposed 
on meaning. It offered a choice in the ways of clothing meaning that would 
have been unthinkable in earlier times. 

The Romantic artists for example consciously emphasised the aesthetic 
aspect, and in the writings of the brothers de Goncourt the domain of painting 
was circumscribed so severely that it should pretend to little more, they said, 
than providing 'recreation for the optic nerve.'26 It is perhaps significant in 
this context that after Goya (who may be called a Romantic only with severe 
qualifications), Spain produced no great painters in the accepted Romantic 
mould. The best Romantic art in Spain is always more earthy, more 
tenebrous in both emotional and pictorial tone. It is a black Romanticism, the 
culminations of which are the graphic art and the Pimuras Negras of Goya, 
and their literary equivalent, with its images of pain, El Canto de/ Cosaco by 
Jose de Espronceda.27 

The reason for the death of a more conventional Romanticism in 
Spanish painting is perhaps that Romanticism was not so much the intuitive 
outpouring of emotion it is often purported to be, but a consciously adopted 
stylistic stance. 'For all their show of passion' says Unamuno's commentator 
Madariaga, '[the Romantics] seldom gave their real selves to their art.'28 

The canvas of the typical Romantic painter was a stage for a display of 
pyrotechnics and virtuosity. He saw life, and especially death as an 
opportunity for the indulgence of melodramatic effects, as can be seen in the 
universally accepted culmination of the movement, The Death of 
Sardanapa/us, by Delacroix. 

What, by contrast, is the Spanish view of death in art? Unamuno 
provides the clue when he tells us that the essential human being is the one 
who 'is born, suffers and dies.'29 

It is characteristic of much Spanish art that suffering is interiorised; the 
Pena figures of the Baroque period are an instance. The emotion they express 
is described as: 'a silent affliction, a hidden ... grief ... which cannot be 
communicated and is beyond ... consolation.'30 This is the type described by 
Unamuno in his poem Niebla; 'a grief he says, 'which grows in intensity until 
the tears begin to flow inward.'31 The notion of suffering is central to the 
Spanish religious ethos. The Passion of Christ rather than the Resurrection is 
the focus of its art; the tragedy, not the triumph. 

This concern may seem a trifle morbid, but it is actually a means of 
humanising the divine presence. To see Christ as Man rather than God is 
typical of the Spaniard.32 Hence the extreme realism in representations of the 
suffering Christ. 
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In his poem El Cristo de Velazquez, U namuno says: 'Es el hombre, este el 
Dios. •33 (It is the man who is the God). 

Of course the expression of suffering in art is by no means the sole 
prerogative of the Spaniard, but it is significant that two of the most moving 
statements about suffering through violence in the last two centuries were 
Goya's Disasters of War and Picasso's Guernica. 

Which leads one parenthetically to the observation that although the 
major part of Picasso's output may have been produced in France, much ofit 
remains essentially Spanish in expression. One has merely to compare his 
portrait of Ambroise Vollard to Goya's late self-portrait to perceive the 
continuity (ills. 9 and 10); the works of his Blue Period, the Spanish 
antecedents of which have been frequently cited, especially regarding the 
precedent of El Greco, find an even more apt correspondence with El Greco's 
lesser known precursor Luis de Morales (ills. 11 and 12). Like Picasso in the 
Blue Period, Morales expressed a particularly Spanish brand of melancholy, 
with monochromatic hues and manneristic but expressive elongations. 

The Spanish concern with suffering is only one side of the emotional coin 
because the other is a condition of sweetness of expression (ill. 13) so 
forthright that it would be cloying if not for its lack of artifice and the 
truthfulness with which it reflects an important aspect of the character. It 
would seem to be a particularly southern, especially Andalusian, prerogative 
and its culmination is in the art of the Sevillian painter Murillo. It is 
unfortunate that his reputation has suffered, because his themes were taken 
over by subsequent painters of lesser talent and sentimentalised. His art is 
comparable to the Raphael of the period before the Vatican Stanze: all 
sweetness and light; an innocent blessed with genius. The more cerebral critics 
of the Northern climes have frequently derided° his Madonnas as 
unrealistically idealised: in other words sentimental, but they do reflect a 
typically Andalusian attitude to women and children; and the blondes he 
painted, los rubios, can still be seen in the streets of Seville today very 
likely, descendants of the Visigothic bloodline introduced in the 4th and 5th 
centuries. 

This tendency which Murillo typified permeates the Spanish sensibility, 
even to areas where one would not always expect to find it. The art of Goya 
for instance, so universally associated with the plumbing of the depths, of the 
dark side of life, had its beginnings in a mode of expression essentially of the 
same lineage as Murillo's. Up till his deafness in 1793 Goya's most typical 
works were the series of decorative and hedonistic tapestry cartoons in which 
the celebration of womankind could in one sense be said to be the leitmotiv. 

How dista,,t in spirit these works are from the dark paintings of a few 
years later, yet how close to them in time: an abrupt juxtaposition of extremes 
that seems so characteristic of the Spanish people. Why is this so? Spain is a 
land of extreme contrasts, even in the quality of the light. There are no subtle 
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transitions, little nuance, but only the harsh opposition of light and dark, the 
sweet and the bitter, the rich and the austere. 

Iberian architecture capitalised especially on the juxtaposition of 
richness and austerity: those crowded compositions in which elements are so 
encrusted with organic forms that the structure itself would seem to be a 
growing thing, are abruptly juxtaposed with surfaces of unrelieved austerity 
and plainness. 

It could in fact be hypothesised, with a great deal of supporting evidence, 
that the bulk of creative energy in the visual arts in Spain was expended in 
exploring one of these two extremes. 

At the one extreme, Spanish altarpieces attained a proliferating intensity 
of richness; they are infinite fields in which the eye can wander. The parts are 
elements in a composition so complex that it is impossible to appreciate the 
large form, the unitary aspect, in its totality. It is a condition which may well 
have been influenced by Moorish principles of decorati(\)n, because in Islamic 
designs the component parts can be so multifarious, so without focal cohesion 
that neither the mind nor the eye can take them all in at once. The panels of a 
Spanish altarpiece, like the elements of an Islamic design, form 'a procession 
of moments.' We can study each moment, each detail, complex enough in 
itself, in isolation but the grasp of the totality evades us. 

Of course complex altarpieces are not unique to Spain, but it was there 
where this tendency attained an extreme condition, an opulence of effect 
unmatched anywhere in Europe: as did its opposing and complementary 
manifestation, the expression of austerity: the reduction of reality to the 
barest essentials. In the art of Goya for example, the dramatic element 
depends largely on the ability to compose in terms of a f7w simple masses 
against the barest of backgrounds. There are no accessories, no secondary 
diversions, nothing but this opposition of man and the void. Goya's art may 
be the most dramatic example of this tendency, but the real culmination is 
achieved in the work of Zurbaran (ill. 14). 

Zurbaran's pictures of saints for the more austere religious orders 
achieve a stringency of image and a simplification of colour w~ich marks ~n 
extreme point in the reductionist tendencies of European art. His use of white 
at the expense of other hues, in one sense a negation of t~e world of colour, 
was a fortunate coming together of patronage and expression. He worked for 
religious orders who wore white hab~ts, and p~rtly because of this he 
developed a sensibility in the rendenng of white that ~as never been 

. surpassed. His white is true not only in terms of programmatic _accu~acy, but 
is also the basis, the primal substance, the flux out of which his ~orms 
coalesce. His whites are vehicles for the exploration of sensory experience. 
They may be crisp or soft, diaphanous or heavy, and beyond merely describing 
the colour of the robes of the orders, they express an ideal spirit of purity and 
chastity. 
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The Quietist movement was especially strong in Seville, and in the 
textbook of that movement, The Spiritual Guide of Miguel de Molinas, stress 
is laid on what Molinas called the 'inner withdrawal which is faith and silence 
in the presence of God ... The soul gains more in complete withdrawal of the 
senses ... than in exercises in penitence. These punish the body, but in 
withdrawal the soul is purified.'34 Incidentally, one again notes a significant 
correspondence here with Oriental modes of thought, especially those 
techniques of contemplation originating in India. 

Zurbaran's whites, so white and yet so bound in darkness, express 
withdrawal into the self. In one sense they represent the absence of colour, the 
absence of temporal and worldly distractions, but in terms of physics, in terms 
of the components of colour in the spectrum of light, white is also the 
quintessence of colour, the amalgam from which each colour acquires its 
value. So in this sense white is also a symbol for the creative totality. White is 
transcendent colour, it is colour beyond colour, where all the hues of the 
spectrum have attained fusion. 

Zurbaran's emphasis on portraiture as a means of expressing values and 
ideals extrinsic to portraiture, as a means of transcending the limitations of 
the genre, is reminiscent of a corresponding tendency in the art of his lifelong 
friend Velazquez. The difference is that Velazquez emphasizes the secular 
even in his religious paintings. His Madonnas are little more than suitably 
grave models being paid for a job of work. Whereas Zurbaran can infuse even 
the most ordinary mundanities with spiritual quality. 

His still-life subjects are an instance (ill. 15), where the everyday elements 
of a bodegone become transformed by their context, and infused with a 
transcendent presence or meaning. Placed in the most elementary 
juxtapositions, simply side by side and spreading frontally across the picture 
plane, each is seen as a unique and singular phenomenon: sculptural in the 
sense that each exists surrounded by, and isolated in, its own space. 

On one level these works are realistic and superbly accurate visual 
descriptions of simple objects. But on another level the contrast of textures, 
tones and lighting creates an atmosphere of mystery, so that the objects seem 
to evoke a level of meaning above and beyond their usual frames of reference. 
The sobriety and severity of the painter's attitude transforms them. They have 
become votive offerings on an altar. 

The unitary principle in Zurbaran·s painting has wider philosophical 
justification than merely in terms of Quietism. In a sense it typifies the 
supreme value placed on the individual. 'Each person' says Unamuno 'is 
worth more than the whole of humanitv.'3 5 It is also an ideal instance of 
spiritual attainment by means of the specific and the tangible rather than the 
abstract and the general. 

15 



Zurbaran's art represents concrete things, but it also represents the path 
to God as bound up with withdrawal from the world. It is the one pole of 
Spanish art, the other being the concern with the 'superabundance of life', 
which in Unamuno's words 'overflows on the other side of death.'36 On the 
one hand monastic asceticism, on the other baroque exuberance: austerity 
and richness. 

These are the formal and spiritual extremes which are the concern of 
Spanish art: richness and sparsity, suffering and sweetness, and above all, 
faith and reason. 

Unamuno calls this tension, this conflict between faith and reason, a 
form of despair and sees it as the real basis of the Spanish aesthetic. 'The spirit' 
he says, "yearns for eternal life, yet our reason militates against the possibility 
of its existence.'37 In the Spanish aesthetic the solution to the conflict is the 
union of art and religious expression, bypassing the rational imperative. As 
Unamuno says: 'We leap from the aesthetic to the religious, passing over the 
logical ... we jump from art to religion.'38 

Finally, what do these thoughts have to do with art in South Africa? 

Of what value could the Spanish lesson be to us? We could learn from the 
earthiness of its values, the values of a people of the soil who are also perhaps 
the most intensely Christian people in Europe. It can teach us that art is not an 
aesthetic game, nor a clever imitation of fashionable trends, but a fulfilment 
ofspiritual needs. 

That art gives direction in the conflict between what reason says is 
practicable and what faith or intuition impels us to do. That more than being 
a matter of style, art is a matter of values. It is also a matter of that elusive and 
mystical element, a sense of identity. Are we to possess an identity, as a whole 
people, or are we to remain. a conglomeration of fragmented, that is, 
incomplete identities (some more so than others), with a fragmented and 
incomplete art? Do we in fact want a South African art, if this is what it would 
entail? 

This wholeness I speak of is not essentially political in nature, neither 
here nor in Spain. Spain is a cultural and spiritual unit, yet the Basques, 
Andalusians and Catalans all have separatist movements each wanting its 
own political identity and independence, yet none would deny the 
homogeneity of their shared culture. 

So this unity, if it were ever to be, would be cultural and, in some senses, 
spiritual; something which transcends temporal interests, as art itself 
presumes to do. 

Spanish art can teach us that the creati:e. interaction_ of ~st _an~ W7st, 
for which this land offers unique opportumt1es, and which this mst1tut1on 
would appear to symbolise in its coat of arms(ill. 16); if, that is, one considers 
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the Indian, Middle-Eastern and European elements contributing to the Lion 
Column of Asoka : the addorsed lions of Persian type at the top, the relief 
animals in a more classical, Mediterranean style on the circular plinth below, 
so much a product of Greek style that the horse recalls the horses of the 
Parthenon frieze; the Indian symbolism in which these elements are 
compounded, that this coming together of East and West can be the source of 
very fertile artistic mutations. 

The Spanish lesson is also this: that withdrawal from the world and even 
temporary isolation, in most disciplines seen, perhaps rightly so, as an 
unmitigated cultural disaster, could cause the makers of art to look more 
deeply inward, and then as the mystic painter Friedrich intimated, finally 'to 
bring to the light of day what we have seen in the darkness.'39 

Certainly one needs the stimulus of the international testing-ground, but 
one needs equally to create from oneself alone, and to forget the talents and 
the achievements of others. 

To reach the inner light one needs to plumb the darkness which is the 
fertile source of things. I say this not as some vague artistic conceit, but 
specifically in relation to Spanish art, and more specifically in relation to the 
notion of what is called duende. This is a word that evades precise definition, 
but Garcia Lorca described it as the source of art, as all that has dark sound 
and mystery. He feels that no other attributes, including even greatness of 
style, are so essential to artistic meaning.40 It is not the muse, he says, who 
dictates from without ... 'The muse arouses the intellect and brings 
colonnaded landscapes and a false taste of laurel ... Very often intellect is 
poetry's enemy.'41 Whereas the duende 'must be roused in the cells of the 
blood ... The duende is the supreme artistic struggle.' For a painter, when his 
brush fails him, it is 'to paint with knees and fists.'42 It is something beyond 
ability, technique or mastery. 

Lorca relates how once 'in a dancing contest in Jerez de la Frontera, an 
old woman of eighty carried of( the prize against beautiful women and girls 
with waists like water - merely by raising her arms, throwing back her head 
and treading her foot on the ground.143 

Of course what she was doing was 'getting rid of the scaffolding144, to 
penetrate the dark secret. That is the purpose of art and perhaps all else is 
mere masquerade of picture or statue making. 

In Spain the source of art is seen as in the blood and the soil, as something 
deep and constant, beyond style or fashion; and for those in the artistic realm, 
for those who feel that our dependence on the stylistic meanderings of the 
international avant-garde is a cultural embarrassment and a limitation, then 
the example of Spain may serve as a source of encouragement. 
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