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For many years I’d been wanting to return to the Sorolla Museum, to the house of the artist in 

Madrid’s calle General Martínez Campos. I had a very pleasant memory of a family visit some ten years 

ago, the water and the shades of the garden like an oasis in the heart of a suffocating summer 

afternoon. Two days ago I finally returned. The vegetation and the sound of a fountain at the entrance 

anticipated the joy of a long-awaited visit. An hour later, though, I left the place somewhat 

disappointed. 

 

I did not remember the museum being an art gallery. A vague image of a high-ceilinged room filled 

with large paintings remained in my memory, but I was convinced it had been an exception. I thought 

the house, precisely because it was the place Sorolla had lived in, would insist on the everyday aspects 

of his life, or at least in the same measure as his art. Perhaps the fact that my previous visit had been 

guided by a woman who informed us of passages from the painter’s life is the reason why I 

remembered the museum as a historical house museum rather than an art museum. 

 

The fact is that is that my latest visit left me with the feeling that the museum was neither one nor the 

other. Little information is given about the painter’s life, other than details about his great 

international fame and his painting technique. Apart from those facts, which are not superfluous but 

that most visitors will probably already know, one misses a more intimate approach to Sorolla, not a 

repetition of what can be read in art history books. An information panel on the top floor of the house, 

for example, briefly mentions a collection of Manises ceramic objects Sorolla possessed, some of 

which can be seen in a showcase. The walls of the house are filled not only with paintings but also with 

all types of ceramic pieces, which proves that Sorolla was an enthusiast of decorative arts. One can 

deduce this from merely looking around the house, but I would like to have learnt the reason behind 

his passion as a collector. 

 

One could argue that the mundane details of Sorolla’s life matter less than his oeuvre and that the 

purpose of a museum dedicated to him should be to celebrate his greatness as an artist. This is a 

legitimate option, but in that case one must make sure that the average quality of the works that are 

on show is remarkable. This, in my opinion, is not the case. There are, no doubt, extraordinary 

paintings, some of the best, such as The Horse’s Bath or The White Boat, but they are the exceptions. It 

shouldn’t be a surprise: the museum’s collection comes from the Sorolla family heritage; most of the 
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best paintings were sold to museums or collectors when the artist was at the peak of his fame. In many 

of these paintings one appreciates the relaxation of celebrity, an attitude more easily concealed in a 

case of a virtuoso like Sorolla. Of all the works on show one can extract details of his genius, such as 

the effect caused by sunlight on wet skin or the wind caught up in a woman’s dress, but it is easy to 

appreciate the breach between the main body of the collection and the few masterpieces the museum 

possesses. 

 

The comparison with other models of individual museums is easy for me to do after two recent visits 

to Great Britain, during which I visited several houses under the protection of the National Trust, which 

is in charge of the conservation of a good deal of the country’s historical and cultural heritage. What I 

envy of this institution is not only its care in preserving its monuments but also its educational 

character. I wonder if a similar model could be imported to Spain. 

 

A visit to the Sorolla Museum leaves an impression of certain curatorial laziness, caused by Sorolla’s 

great public appeal. But it is precisely because of his great popularity and because he is one of the 

foremost names of Spanish art that I think a museum dedicated entirely to him deserves a greater 

effort. A person whose opinion I greatly value speaks to me of a British equivalent: Jane Austen’s 

house in Chawton, Hampshire. The house’s exhibition policy, based on the preservation of a 

nineteenth-century atmosphere and the exhibition of personal belongings and objects which appear in 

the novels of this much-loved English writer, shortens the distance between the acclaimed historical 

figure and the anonymous visitor. Who knows if a small modification of its exhibition policy might just 

cause the same effect in the Sorolla Museum. 

 

In Sorolla’s garden there is something that somewhat diminishes its charm, and it is that it is now 

squashed between two high buildings that hide the sun on two of its sides. To include an old 

photograph or a drawn reconstruction of what the neighbourhood looked like when Sorolla built his 

house there would be an easy and effective way of strengthening bonds with the public. In houses 

which have been turned into museums there is an emotional element which is basic. For part of the 

visitors, the visit constitutes a private homage, a humble pilgrimage to the place once inhabited by 

someone they admire very much. I think this aspect should be looked after by those in charge of such a 

museum. Maybe that way one would be able to sit in the garden and imagine Sorolla himself enjoying 

the sound of water and the shade of the trees. 

 

 
A view of Sorolla's garden. 


