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We look at an artist’s mature body of work as if it had been destined to exist, as if a painter or a 

sculptor’s entire career had been inevitably building up to that crucial moment. This illusion is more 

easily produced in modern art, where changes in style are more abrupt. What goes before that 

creative peak is somewhat forgotten or serves only to show the steps the artist took towards his or her 

definitive style, the one that gave them a place in History. 

No doubt this is nothing more than a simplification, necessary perhaps. The succession of styles helps 

us invent a relatively plausible history of art, but it tells us very little about the nature of art itself. The 

paused study of a particular artist’s oeuvre serves to understand that a biography is full of events 

which could have made the work take different directions: an unexpected encounter with another 

artist, the reading of a particular book, a journey, not to mention an early death which puts an abrupt 

end to a promising career: what would have Georges Seurat or Franz Marc produced had they not died 

at the age of thirty-one and thirty-six? History can give us the false impression that every event in an 

artist’s life was part of a pre-established destiny. When he was painting his first landscapes, could 

Mondrian imagine he would end up reducing his paintings to straight lines and the three primary 

colours? Highly unlikely. But not even such a radical change as his happens overnight. 

Changes in form –the only thing we appreciate in art at a first glance– can happen suddenly, but they 

are always due to slow evolutions in sensitivity. I was surprised to find two very conventional still lifes 

on the Reina Sofía Museum’s online catalogue of works by Gustavo Torner (Cuenca, 1925). What 

struck me most was that they were painted in 1955, only five years before Torner began making his 

classical works, those with which I have learnt to associate him after several visits to the Museum of 

Spanish Abstract Art in Cuenca. The good and bad thing about this museum is that the artists there are 

exhibited at the peak of their careers, making a walk through its galleries an overwhelming succession 

of masterpieces. It must be said that the goal of the museum, designed by Fernando Zóbel and Torner 

himself, was never educational: one goes to Cuenca simply to enjoy. 

Torner was a professional technical forest engineer, which helps to understand why the breach 

between those early still lifes and paintings like Blue-Brown is more formal than conceptual. We can 

appreciate his profound knowledge of nature through a series of beautiful plant studies he drew from 

1946 to 1953 for an encyclopaedia of Spanish flora. Those careful drawings, objective, impersonal, 

have much to do with Torner’s mature work. “In the finished work I would like to clearly separate all it 
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has of pure human creation –of interiority–, of the technique or craftsmanship that has made it 

possible.” He achieves this to the point of tromp l’oeils on some occasions, as in Rock or Landscape 

with Rock (1957) which, seen in photograph, looks like a stone that has been stuck straight onto the 

canvas instead of a painting. 

Throughout his entire career Torner has seemed to want to go unnoticed. In his classical paintings of 

the early 1960s –like the aforementioned Blue-Brown– he creates clearly-differentiated zones: one is 

rough and irregular, and can be made from earth, feldspar and even scrap metal; the other is smooth 

and painted in uniform tones. The strong tension between smoothness and roughness may symbolise 

a contraposition between the random order of nature and the artificial order of culture. They may also 

be abstractions of landscapes, as the author himself suggests in the title of the painting Almost 

Landscape. In any case, once they are finished, Torner succeeds in eliminating all trace of manual work 

from these pieces, as if the combination of materials on the canvas were the result of chance 

meetings. Untraceable as the artist’s work may be, though, there is no doubt that these objects are 

fictions, that is, art. 

Later, Torner embarked on a body of work inspired by Dadaism, but the references to nature 

reappeared every now and again, like in a beautiful series of collages from the late ‘70s. Taking a first 

look at the exhibition now dedicated to him at Fernández-Braso gallery, one could be lead to think that 

from the ‘80s onwards Torner abandoned any organic references. The works here are monumental, 

with the severe and almost religious air of Minimalism. But amongst them there suddenly appears, 

almost without warning, a series of elegant and sober collages made in 1995: copper-toned leaves of 

trees and plants placed on deep black backgrounds. Through the study of the oeuvre as a whole, one 

understands that, despite changes in style, there are only really two or three persistent obsessions in 

an artist’s life. The series of collages by Torner at Fernández-Braso gallery is not only a reminder of the 

organic character of much the work of this forest engineer, but almost a return to those naturalistic 

still lifes of the 1950s. In contrast to them, though, and in accordance with the progressively symbolic 

nature of his mature work, these collages seem to have their remote origin not in exuberant Dutch 

seventeenth-century still lifes but in the mysterious compositions of Sánchez Cotán. 

 

Gustavo Torner. 1983-2012. Fernández-Braso Gallery. Villanueva, 30. Madrid. Until 30 April. 

 

 
Clear Darkness VII, 1995. Collage, 60 x 50 cm. 
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