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At the Museo Esteban Vicente there’s a room full of what look like vestiges of an ancient civilisation. 

As in a reconstruction in an archaeological museum, one can follow its entire history. There are steles 

that show organic materials like grass or the bark of a tree instead of scenes of war or religion, perhaps 

a sign that this culture divinised nature. Other steles represent life-size human reliefs that, looked up-

close, seem more like the sinister result of a volcanic eruption, the anonymous inhabitants of the city 

surprised and buried under the lava. In this imaginary reconstruction one also witnesses a definitive 

catastrophe: on the floor lies an enormous hand made of plaster, probably part of a colossal statue of 

a king or a god, rapidly destroyed by an invading people. But before I abandon the room there’s 

something that calls my attention, something hanging from the ceiling. It is a pair of intimidating, 

naturalistic feet cast in plaster. There’s no need to read the sign because my companion has already 

guessed what it is. The title suddenly gives the room an unexpected air: Crucifixion. 

 

There’s nothing explicit in the works of Benjamín Cano (Madrid, 1963), a recognised architect who only 

now has dared to show his unknown artistic production. It sometimes happens that, when an artist 

dies, scholars begin to dig into his or her private life and end up revealing a hidden part of his or her 

oeuvre. In this exhibition the effect is multiplied, with the important exception that, in this case, the 

artist is in perfectly good health. While public attention has been focused on his architecture, I imagine 

Benjamín Cano has developed his art throughout the years in silence and with complete freedom. The 

lack of ties with galleries, the market or the public has enabled him to explore the possibilities of 

painting, sculpture, engraving and photography with the only restriction of his own creative instinct. 

We knew an architect and suddenly we have been shown a complete artist. 

 

In a good deal of the works on show the spectator will see no more than traces of something that was. 

In Cano series of engravings and monotypes one can sense elusive presences, minimal signs that shy 

away from hasty explanations. It’s not a question of discovery or recognition but of intuition. There are 

traces of hands, of faces, imprecise stains, watery perspiration, frozen breaths on sheets of paper. But 

if we talk of physical traces, there are none more evident than in Pneuma, a series of sculptures made 

from cotton and resin. The top floor of the museum, where they are placed, suddenly acquires a thick 

religious air. It’s difficult not to think of shrouds on seeing the tensed, strained, almost transparent 

pieces of fabric, beneath which one almost expects to find the features of a human face. It’s also 

difficult not to compare them with the burlaps of Manolo Millares, although the less brutal character 
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of Cano’s fabrics make them, perhaps, all the more unnerving. The wrinkled quality of the gauzes lend 

them a strong organic presence; the stillness produced by the resin give them the air of relics. 

 

After centuries of iconographic development, it seemed modern art had banished all Christian 

symbolism from its aesthetic vocabulary. In a good deal of Benjamin Cano’s works, these references 

are explicitly present. The first and last thing the spectator sees in this exhibition is a series of very 

beautiful assemblages titled The Carpenter’s Son, in reference to Jesus Christ. These small works, half-

way between painting and sculpture, are an original and subtle reply to centuries of Christian 

iconography in art. It’s frequent to find modern artists whose works display a strong spirituality or 

religiousness –Malevich and Rothko are two examples– but hardly any reflect, even remotely, the 

Catholic iconography that had dominated western art since the Middle Ages. Apart from the paintings 

of Georges Rouault or Matisse’s Chapelle du Rosaire in Vence, it’s hard to come up with examples of 

great Christian art in the 20th and 21st centuries. Benjamín Cano has deservedly entered that short list. 

 

Benjamín Cano. The Secret Life of Air. Museo de Arte Contemporáneo Esteban Vicente. Plazuela de 

las Bellas Artes, s/n. Segovia. Untill 11 January. 

 

 

 
 

The Carpenter’s Son 3, 2004-2007. 
Painted wood, brush, pencil and nail, 37 x 37 cm. 

Collection of the artist. 

http://www.vence.fr/the-rosaire-chapel?lang=en
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