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I do not remember having ever seen works by Pierre Alechinsky (Brussels, 1927) in person. I vaguely 

remembered his name, above all for having been a member of CoBrA in the 1940’s. I visited his 

exhibition at the Círculo de Bellas Artes not knowing what to expect. In front of paintings, one must try 

to forget everything they know or have heard, even more so when the subject is an artist whose work 

they have never seen face to face. The direct contact with the work is the moment of truth. In this 

case, one need only see two or three of Alechinsky’s large watercolours to begin to nod in agreement. 

It is such a gratifying sensation to immediately recognise a great artist. 

 

In the explanatory text the Círculo de Bellas Artes provides, we are told of the important role Art Brut 

(promoted by Jean Dubuffet) played in mid-twentieth-century art. Alechinsky was not an exception. 

Surrealism was added to the equation when, after CoBrA disbanded in 1951, he moved to Paris and 

met Andé Breton. Art Brut, Surrealism and art informel are all are labels which are placed on 

Alechinsky, although on seeing his works face to face they all soon vanish because, like every great 

artist, any classification is an understatement of his work. What one does witness throughout the 

exhibition, which spans more than forty years, is a great coherence, despite shifts in style. 

 

Expressionism and chance are present in Alechinsky’s painting, but also a great control. “For me, 

painting is the result of a gesture where action and thought come together,” he told Estrella de Diego 

in a recent interview. On many occasions, Alechinsky paints frames around his figures, as if he were 

trying to prevent the force of the brushstrokes and bright colours from shooting out of the canvas or 

the sheet of paper; it may sound contradictory, but a greatly gestural painting gains in strength when it 

is cut off on four sides. In this sense, he reminds me of Luis Gordillo, of his anarchic and vibrant organic 

forms encapsulated in rigid grids. In his framing of his figures, there are works by Alechinsky that look 

almost heraldic. There is a painting which represents a zoomorphic figure which seems to come 

straight from a Romanesque mural. It is surrounded by a thick frame made of blue, pink, yellow and 

green brushstrokes, resulting in a painting of great force. 

 

The encounter of rigour and chance, of unconsciousness and rational control, likens Alechinsky’s work 

to that of another great painter, Antonio Saura. They were both friends, and where I suddenly saw 

their affinities was in a great bust portrait by Alechinsky. The anonymous subject is disfigured and has 

three eyes, much in the same way Saura treated his “imaginary portraits.” The differences in colour –
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sober in Saura, lively in Alechinsky– do not hide common sources of inspiration. Apart from Saura, we 

are told that Alechinsky has always maintained a strong relationship with the Hispanic world: apart 

from his friendship with Spanish artists, he collaborated, for example, with Octavio Paz and Julio 

Cortázar. Seeing his three-eyed figure again, it’s no surprise to find out he also had a relationship with 

the Mexican painter Alberto Gironella, who, like Saura, dedicated a great deal of his work to 

reinterpreting the classical portraits of the Spanish school, violently disfiguring them with a mix of 

fascination and repulsion. 

 

Although it is obvious, it is always worth reminding that any great artist confronts him or herself with 

the masters of the past just as much, or even more so, than he or she does with his or her 

contemporaries. In Alechinsky we find the colour of De Kooning but also the humour of Ensor; the 

grotesqueness of Saura and the seriousness of Spanish Baroque painting. Having left behind the 

violent era of avant-garde manifestos, we can now safely say that to repudiate the past does not make 

one more modern but more ignorant. The wise Alechinsky knows this well: his three-eyed monster is 

like a colourful version of one of Velázquez’s melancholic Philip IV’s. 

 

Alechinsky on paper. Círculo de Bellas Artes. Alcalá, 42. Madrid. Until 17 May. 
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