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I don’t know if it is too picky to say that all art is abstract and that, therefore, it’s deceiving to use the 

term only when we refer to art that does not represent recognizable forms. It’s probably more precise, 

if less comfortable, to speak of “non-figurative art” instead of “abstract art”. It’s the same with terms 

like “conceptual art” and “realist art”, whose limits are hard to define. This only comes to show art’s 

disdain for categorisation. When the first of the recurring prophecies announcing the death of painting 

appeared it would have been logical to think that the most vulnerable of its styles was, precisely, 

“abstraction”. After all, figurative painting, however conservative it seemed to some, could still survive 

through the renewal of its iconography. But what more could non-representational painting possibly 

have to say after Kandinsky, Mondrian, Rothko? 

 

In the uneven exhibition taking place at the Royal Academy of San Fernando, focused on El Greco’s 

influence on contemporary artists –which I failed to grasp, with the exception of an intense triptych by 

Carlos León– I found an empiric example of just how valid non-figurative painting still is. As time 

passes, it becomes apparent that certain theories of 20th-century art based on progressive formal 

purification –which, had they triumphed, would have reduced artistic practice to the serial production 

of white canvases–, were extremely reductive. One of the great virtues of good art is that it stubbornly 

resists to fall comfortably into given narratives, be they based on purely formal principles or on the 

fantasies of a prestigious curator. At the end of the day, a work of art is not history, or philosophy, or 

psychology, however it may be influenced by each of them: if, stripped bare of all alien content, a work 

of art is not capable of speaking for itself, then it is not art, or it is only partially so. 

 

In one of the rooms of the Academy we find a clear confrontation of two forms of understanding 

painting, each of them different, each of them irrefutable. On one of the walls there are two large 

canvases by Secundino Hernández (Madrid, 1975). Facing them, another two paintings by Min 

Matamoro (Vigo, 1958). The comparison seems simple: Hernández is spontaneous, expressive, 

colourful; Matamoro is meditative, delicate, almost monochrome. In the paintings of Hernández there 

is a series of squashed, irregular forms, some contoured, some pure smudges; in the paintings of 

Matamoro there is one sole colour which subtly invades the remaining white canvas until it turns it 

into a vibrating space. The immense variety of forms and colours make art an infinitely fascinating 

activity, more so when we think that beneath that formal disparity there always lies the impossible 

goal of trying to capture life in the form of a unique image. 
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But just as I make this simple comparison between the two painters I find a nuance that denies this 

easy confrontation. At a first glance, it seems obvious that Secundino Hernández’s paintings are more 

unstable than those of Matamoro, but it may be just be the opposite: the latter’s silent colours vibrate 

and seem to want to expand themselves beyond the limits of the canvas; on his part, Hernández tries 

to put some order into his squashed and random forms through an irregular line that serves as a 

precarious frame. It’s as if one were trying to impose the silence of his paintings upon the space 

surrounding them whereas the other wanted to condense all the noise of the world in the minimal 

space of a canvas. A valuable lesson: the apparently restrained painter tries to expand painting beyond 

its surface; the apparently anarchic one severs it. 

 

(As a short commentary, I finish by saying that I visit with special interest any exhibition in which I 

know there are pieces by Secundino Hernández, due to all the talk his work has provoked in the last 

years. Judging by the few works I have been able to see, I think this attention is well-deserved. The 

quality of his painting to date can make one predict a solid career, even when fashion shifts and puts 

its attention elsewhere.) 

 

Between Heaven and Earth. Twelve views on El Greco four hundred years later. Real Academia de 

Bellas Artes de San Fernando. Alcalá 13, Madrid. Until 8 November. 

 

    
Left: Secundino Hernández, Secular Breeze, 2014; right: Min Matamoro, Cenital 1, 2013. 
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