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Only when a friend proposed a visit to the Reina Sofía did I find out that Madrid had been touched by 

the aura of the art world’s  great financial operations. Only then did I vaguely remember recent pieces 

of information on the news which associated the name of Gauguin with money: images like flashes 

with numbers for captions. For a limited time, the world’s most expensive work of art can be seen 

here. The painting hangs with little ostentation in a small room; one cannot say if it greatly calls our 

attention for its exuberant colours or because we have seen it reproduced in posters across the city. 

 

One has to admit that the Reina Sofía has not taken advantage of the situation by making crude 

advertisements like “We have the 300 million dollar painting!”, nor has it began to charge a higher fee 

for the right to see it. There’s nothing which makes the Gauguin stand out from the Monets or the Van 

Goghs besides a small line on the floor which dissuades the spectator from getting too close to the 

picture. Director Borja-Villel and his team have been coherent with their usual curatorial policy; if on 

occasions I find it too aseptic, in this case it has prevented them from turning the visit of the Gauguin 

into a circus. Given the current state of the art world, this attitude is worth celebrating. 

 

Whenever a multimillion-purchase of a work of art takes place, I remember a documentary by Robert 

Hughes which I have seen on several occasions. Its title is The Mona Lisa Curse and it makes a dramatic 

statement about the transformation of the art market from the 1960s onwards. Amongst other 

conclusions, Hughes argues that he is a member of the last generation of museum-goers that can look 

at art without once thinking about its price. This observation had always seemed to me a little 

exaggerated, but I am beginning to think otherwise. 

 

“Is it really the best painting in the world?,” I hear someone say as I look at the Gauguin. High prices 

immediately surround objects with a symbolic prestige. Until recently, art possessed an aura that had 

nothing to do –or not exclusively, at least– with money, rather with beauty, skill or historical relevance. 

Today, a piece of information on the news dedicated to art contains an obliged reference to the 

economic value of the pieces shown. The inevitable references to the prices of paintings and 

sculptures seem to have become a way of making up for the lack of objectivity in art, a discipline that 

is by definition subjective. To know that a painting is good not only because the critics say so but also 

because its price does gives the anonymous viewer a sense of security. It is only logical for a large 
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percentage of the public, which has been bombarded with news regarding the millions spent on art, to 

associate quality with quantity, in much the same way as they do with cars and home appliances. 

 

We must insist on the fact that the price of a work of art only represents what a particular buyer is 

willing to pay for it. This is not bad in itself, no matter how outrageous we find the prices. The danger 

arises when the subjective –and/or speculative– criteria of that particular buyer becomes a prime tool 

of judgement, making the opinion of critics and historians evermore irrelevant. This is what Hughes 

deeply regretted in his documentary. In his powerful prose, he argues that high prices in art are made 

to strike the viewer blind. The hundreds of millions of dollars are like flashes of light that obstruct our 

capacity to judge art freely. When the quality of a work of art is based on the number that appears on 

its price tag, art becomes just another consumer commodity; a very expensive one, perhaps, but on 

the same symbolic plane as a BMW or an iPhone. 

 

 
The placing of the Gauguin at the Reina Sofía. 


