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If he had died a little later in order to have witnessed the end of the dictatorship and be able to return 

to Spain, the old Picasso might had lived to see the opening of an exhibition similar to the one taking 

place at the Prado right now. Surrounded by smiling politicians, journalists and photographers, he 

would have walked, not without vanity, along the central gallery of the museum, seeing his paintings 

hanging before the old masters: El Greco, Titian, Rubens, Velázquez, Goya. It is ever more frequent to 

read art critics and historians supporting the thesis that those are the artists that should always 

accompany Picasso, not the ones with which he is usually exhibited in museums of modern and 

contemporary art. Estrella de Diego wrote on this matter quite convincingly last week, although I 

disagree with some of her statements, like when she nearly reduces the innovative role of Picasso to a 

historical misunderstanding. 

 

Picasso’s occasional appearances in classical art collections, like the ten paintings from the 

Kunstmuseum Basel that can now be seen at the Prado, are still rare. Most likely, though, it is only a 

matter of time before historical museums begin to take him in as one of the capital figures in Art 

History (something which, in fact, nobody denies, despite the fact that his works do not usually hang in 

rooms that are adjacent to Rembrandt, Poussin or Manet). The exhibition Picasso. Tradition and Avant-

garde, held simultaneously at the Prado and Reina Sofía in 2006, already pointed in that direction. By 

placing him, like now, in the Prado’s central gallery, the curators Francisco Calvo Serraller and Carmen 

Giménez demonstrated that Picasso had already become a key player in order to understand Western 

artistic tradition and that his works did not suffer from the comparison with the masters of the past. 

 

Already in 1994, when he was briefly in charge of the Prado, Calvo Serraller questioned the then 

recent move of Picasso’s Guernica from the Prado to the Reina Sofía. He did so in two ways: first, 

because it went against Picasso’s will; second, because it contradicted the Prado’s very nature: from its 

origins, it had aimed to exhibit not only historical but also contemporary art. The best example is Goya, 

whose work was part of the museum’s collection from its foundation in 1819, almost a decade before 

the artist’s death. 

 

But before we have a heated debate over Picasso’s ideal home, we might need to ask ourselves a more 

basic question: what are museums for? Tomàs Llorens wrote very eloquently on the matter last week. 

I was surprised to find that he kept away from the inaccessible discourses full of vague ideas which are 
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so common in the art world. He spoke straight and clear, confidently taking the ideals of the 

Enlightenment as a source for his defence of modern museum’s original function; this is, to educate 

society. Llorens stresses that it is the public in general, and not a minority, who the museums should 

serve. That is why they should only exhibit works that have to some degree stood the test of time, 

works that are not subject to the ever-changing nature of the market or fashion. The very idea of 

museum of contemporary art seems, therefore, contradictory. 

 

Lloren’s text in no way contradicts the inclusion of Picasso –and, with him, Miró, Juan Gris and others– 

in the permanent collections of classical art museums. The time has come when the early-twentieth-

century avant-gardes have begun to find their natural place in the long tradition of Western art. When 

Calvo Serraller spoke of the attention the Prado had traditionally paid to contemporary art, he did so 

advising the need of applying a minimum historical perspective in order to prevent the now very 

common practice of turning works of innumerable artists who are only beginning their careers into 

national heritage. As his occasional appearances at the Prado’s central gallery demonstrate, the 

inclusion of Picasso in its permanent collection would be no incoherence. In Lloren’s didactic vain, it 

would be perhaps the most eloquent way of showing that art is a living entity, with no beginning and 

no end; that, despite the infinite discourses written since the 1960s, the only art that is worth our 

while is the one which, years or centuries after its creation, can still speak to an anonymous viewer. 

 

10 Picassos from the Kunstmuseum Basel. Museo del Prado. Paseo del Prado, s/n. Until 14 

September. 

 

 
Bernardo López Piquer, María Isabel de Braganza, Queen of Spain, 

as Founder of the Prado Museum (detail), 1829. 
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