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This summer I visited the Reina Sofía Museum in order to see the masterpieces sent from the 

Kunstmuseum Basel. The exhibition, White Fire, has been, above all, an opportunity for the local art 

lover to undergo a visual journey to which he or she is very rarely invited. The art aficionado of Paris, 

London, Basel or Berlin can go whenever they please to the local modern art museum and see the 

works of the major names of twentieth-century art. In Spain, however, we are not as lucky and depend 

on occasional exhibitions such as this one to deepen our knowledge –direct knowledge, not merely 

theoretical– of modern art. 

 

The show was divided into two axis, each of which focused on what we could call the two great 

tendencies of modern art. On the one hand, painting and sculpture that deals with pure formal 

investigation, from Cubism to Minimalism; on the other, artistic movements whose concerns have 

more to do with content: basically, Expressionism, Surrealism and Dada. The first of these axis began 

with a powerful display of Cubist painting which in itself made the visit worthwhile. Possible doubts 

sustained by some critics regarding the critical importance of Cubism in art history quickly evaporated 

here: no matter the fervour of the champions of later transgressions, the truth is that there was no 

artistic experience in the twentieth century as radical as the investigations of Braque and Picasso. 

 

This “formal axis” of the exhibition, which began so promisingly, began to lose intensity as the show 

advanced. Rooms dedicated to Cubism and its immediate successors –Russian Constructivism, 

Neoplasticism– gave way to a canonical yet uneven and somewhat rushed coverage of the great 

artistic tendencies of the second half of the century: a bit of Abstract Expressionism here, a Warhol 

and a Jasper Johns there, a sculpture by Carl Andre next to a figurative Gerhard Richter… I could not 

avoid a certain frustration. Conscious that future reads and aesthetic experiences may change my 

current views, I ended this artistic trip thinking that the so-called “exhaustion of form” faced by the 

avant-gardes in the 1970s, embodied here through  solemn installations by Donald Judd and a video by 

Bruce Nauman, is just an educated way of referring to an “exhaustion of imagination.” 

 

Despite knowing that the history of modern and contemporary art is not a story of formal purification, 

it is difficult to challenge the idea that painting and sculpture are finished when an important museum 

seems to certify it through an exhibition. That is why it is a joyful relief to enter a room and find 

oneself with the work of an artist that destroys all theoretical corsets. In the middle of violent disputes 
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over the supreme truth of art, of manifestos that were as intolerant as totalitarian political 

propaganda, there was a painter who knew from the very beginning that the only real artistic truth is 

the one every individual bears within him or herself. The name of this painter was Paul Klee. Of all the 

great artists who decided to live on the margins of modern art, Klee was perhaps the only one who the 

avant-garde leaders could not afford to ignore. This was an artist of unquestionable genius who was 

nonetheless impossible to pin down: at times he could be almost abstract, though not entirely; he 

used irony and wit but was not a Dadaist; he painted with the naivety of a child or a primitive but could 

not be considered an Expressionist or a Surrealist. Who could, who can today, explain Paul Klee? 

 

Klee’s work proves that art is not made by movements or critics but by individual artists. The twentieth 

century gave birth to a tendency to place theory before practice, which has frequently led to the 

absurd exercise of writing art history before there is an art to study. The discouragement provoked by 

much of today’s art is due precisely to this, to the fact that it is based on pre-existent narratives. 

Throughout this summer I have visited the exhibition at the Reina Sofía three times in order to see a 

small group of masterpieces by Paul Klee. The most well-known among them is probably Senecio. The 

made-up name of the character in this painting is a diminutive of the Latin word senex, which means 

“old.” This veiled self-portrait of Klee is a child in the body of an old man who simultaneously 

possesses the wisdom of old age and the innocence of childhood. Although this painting is already in 

almost all books on modern art, I think its importance will only grow with time. It will be just as 

relevant for the past as for the future: on the one hand, Klee’s irony is the best antidote for the avant-

gardes’ absolute truths; at the same time, Senecio’s interrogating look –intelligent but not arrogant; 

sceptical, never cynical– invites the young artist to take him or herself seriously but not too much, to 

work hard without falling into vanity. 

 

White Fire. The Kunstmuseum Basel Modern Collection. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía. 

Ends today. 

 

 
Paul Klee, Senecio, 1922. ©Kunstmuseum Basel. 
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