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Any public statement implies a certain risk, the risk of exposing our views and being judged by people 

we don’t know. The risk is all the greater if that statement is a work of art, no matter its nature, in 

whose evaluation one will take into account not only the ideas expressed in it, but also the technical 

skill in the case of the painter, the eloquent use of adjectives and metaphors in the case of the writer, 

the originality of a melody or a composition in the case of the musician. The public exhibition of a 

painting, the publishing of a text or the recording of a song are all intimate leaps into the unknown 

where there is no space for rectification. Even if it is emended later, that first statement will have been 

forever registered someplace or in the conscience of a viewer, a reader or a listener. 

 

The relative fear of exposing oneself through a work of art reaches its peak when what one is 

presenting to the public is a self-portrait. In the case of painting, a self-portrait is not only a personal 

statement, but also one of the most demanding technical tasks an artist can face. There are those for 

whom the act of painting is like writing a diary, to the joy of art historians, who can add a visual 

biography to the historical documents collected on a particular artist. For several years now, the 

Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza has been dedicating a small room on its first floor to hosting a project 

entitled “Exchanging gazes”, which brings together a handful of works from its permanent collection to 

create a dialogue on a specific subject. From last March, and until next week, the chosen topic is the 

self-portrait, presented through seven paintings and two drawings. 

 

This condensed summary of the history of self-portraits begins in the mid-15th century with Lorenzo 

Lotto and ends in 1965 with Lucian Freud. Perhaps not surprisingly, more than half of the works belong 

to the twentieth century: a good deal of the artists of our time have used the portrait to explore the 

workings of the mind, of others and of themselves. One doubts, however, if a genre like this, 

monopolised by social media, remains interesting for artists. The idea that a self-portrait can produce a 

lasting effect upon a viewer is very debatable in a time when the Fundeu (the Foundation of Urgent 

Spanish) chooses “selfie” as the word of the year. And yet there is something in a painted self-portrait, 

something in the fact of having been painted, that makes it different to its photographic counterpart. 

It’s not so much a question of aesthetic qualities as of the prolonged degree of concentration each of 

them requires. When one takes a picture of oneself, he or she may look briefly in the mirror 

beforehand in order to adopt a certain pose or gesture; when one is painting oneself, the look in the 

mirror is constant. 
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In the Thyssen’s small room one is suddenly surrounded by a circle of eyes. Only two of them avoid 

looking straight at the viewer: the unfinished self-portrait of Gabriele Münter, whose thick 

expressionist brushstrokes do not contradict the serene air the painting distils. Her absorbed gaze is an 

invitation to meditate, her slightly turned face avoids direct confrontation. Hers is an exception. The 

fact that Max Beckmann’s self-portrait is equally unfinished does not mean it is not, perhaps, the most 

penetrating in the exhibition. I am discovering why now, as I examine a reproduction of it. Beckmann’s 

head seems slightly small in proportion to the bust and the hand that holds a paintbrush. Far from 

being a fault in technique, though, what this provokes is a slight but very intentional low point of view. 

Though we may think we are staring at him straight on, Beckmann examines us from an authoritarian 

height. That low point of view is taken to its extreme by Lucian Freud. His impressive self-portrait from 

1965 is not only a formal provocation: at the same time that he defies traditional portrait painting, he 

demonstrates an almost arrogant artistic ability. 

 

When we see artists painting themselves regularly throughout their lives, it’s almost inevitable not to 

think of Rembrandt. Few artists have kept a visual diary as detailed as his, and one of his masterly self-

portraits calls our attention from the moment we put a foot in the small room in the Thyssen. Like 

Beckmann’s and Freud’s, Rembrandt’s eyes meet ours. His gaze, though, is unlike their challenging 

ones, nor is his attitude the slightly arrogant one of some of the self-portraits of his own youth. In 

Rembrandt’s eyes at the Thyssen there is the sorrow of the recent loss of his wife and a leap in 

maturity. His face is the one of someone who is somewhat disbelieving, of someone who is beginning 

to understand the arbitrary nature of fame, that momentary celebrity does not assure eternal 

celebrity. Rembrandt’s look is uncertain, doubtful if there will be someone looking back at him, 

ignorant of the privileged place future museums will reserve for him, not knowing if three centuries 

and a half later his gaze will still seem as vivid as it did then. 

 

Self-portraits. Artists and their Image. Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza. Paseo del Prado, 8. Madrid. Until 7 

June. 

 

 
Rembrandt, Self-portrait wearing a Hat and two Chains (detail), ca. 1642-1643. 

Oil on panel, 72 x 54.8 cm. Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza. 
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