
 

 

Un cuadro, una silla 
uncuadrounasilla.wordpress.com 

By Rubén Cervantes Garrido 

 

 
 

The trivialities of Alfredo Alcain 
20 December 2015 

 

It’s difficult to imagine Alfredo Alcain (Madrid, 1936) stopping once he begins to make one of his 

pictures. His works possess the unity of the things that are done in one go, things done with the 

mesmerised concentration one employs when doing something he or she thoroughly enjoys. I ignore if 

Alcain paints his pictures in just one session; I would not dare say. The more one knows about art 

history, the more one is suspicious of appearances: frequently, what seems most simple is really the 

most complicated. 

 

There is also a childlike delicacy in the paintings of Alfredo Alcain, the delicacy of the child who is 

beginning to develop his or her artistic abilities and strives to draw every line with maximum precision, 

pressing the pencil so hard that the sheet of paper ends up a little curved. Alcain’s great achievement, 

obviously, is that he is far from being a child of burgeoning talent and that the appearance of simplicity 

is merely that – an appearance. Already his paintings of fronts of buildings and shop windows of the 

1970s reveal a painter of undeniable technical flair, something one can even appreciate in 

photographic reproductions. (Unfortunately, the latter remain, for the time being, my only visual 

source of this period of the artist’s career.) 

 

The pictures of Alcain on show at Fernández Braso gallery, made between 2012 and 2015, can easily 

fall prey to the quick digestion offered by art magazines – not to mention the internet’s infinite 

catalogue, with its irresistible and false availability. Most of these paintings are pure line and colour, 

beautiful decorations made up of well-defined forms, apparently articulated without following any 

clearly visible order. We can find the source of this formal simplification, according to Alcain himself, in 

his still lifes of the 1990s. The fruits and bowls of those works became slowly, and quite literally, 

stripped to the bone. There was only a small step to take from that minimal figurative style to the 

absence of figuration altogether. The result are the attractive abstractions of today. 

 

Those still lifes vaguely survive, however, in the Alcain’s recent series of paintings titled Cositas de la 

vida (Little Things of Life). They are not still lifes in a strict sense. We’re not talking about compositions 

of fruits and bottles on a table but of constellations of minute everyday objects and symbols. One can 

choose to see these paintings in a public or private light. On the one hand, we can interpret them as 

catalogues of the everyday, future historical documents of domestic and symbolic life of the modern 

http://uncuadrounasilla.wordpress.com/


 

 

era, like the Dutch still lifes of the 17th century. On the other hand, there is the strictly personal 

reading: an intimate language of hieroglyphs in the manner of Joaquín Torres García. 

 

With what concentrated delicacy Alfredo Alcain’s pieces are made, figurative or not. In his straight 

lines one can sense the slightest trembling of the hand that drew them without a ruler. His paintings 

would find the term “geometrical abstraction” quite oppressing because his combinations of forms 

and colours seem to be the result of an intuition that is based not on chromatic norms but on the most 

elementary aesthetic sensibility. Any possible theory lying beneath  these paintings seems to take 

place in the act of painting itself, on the vague but real borderline between conscience and instinct. 

 

His stained glass window-like compositions are true trencadís, but anyone who examines them closely 

will find they have not been made carelessly. The intelligence of these pictures is so subtle that it runs 

the almost sure risk of passing unnoticed at first sight. The intelligence of Alcain is not the intelligence 

of the theorist but of the craftsman, and the formal purification which has taken him to banish 

figuration almost completely is no doubt a process that takes place by means of work. Perhaps the 

comparison to the child I referred to above is not the most appropriate. More than childhood, Alfredo 

Alcain’s paintings are redolent of a time before the existence of Fine Art and academies. Like a master 

artisan, his artistic wisdom is one that comes about through vocation and experience. 

 

His painted mosaics retain the eye, they defy the limited attention to which we are inclined nowadays. 

When one is exposed to so many visual stimuli as today, it somehow seems unreal that images that are 

so little pretentious can demand a paused gaze. There is something almost heroic in this. It might be 

due to the fact that Alcain possesses the rare ability to render the trivial meaningful. What is banal 

becomes iconic in his nonhierarchical accumulations of little things of life. A car, a guitar, a horse, a 

saw, letters of the alphabet, a bird, a revolver, a hat – the most banal of things suddenly require our 

attention because someone has torn them from life and isolated them so we may see them. The trivial 

becomes significant. 

 

To give importance to what is small: a whole historical line could be drawn based on this artistic 

purpose, with Chardin, Juan Gris and Morandi as milestones. I would place Alcain, however, in a 

lineage that runs parallel to the latter but that revels, not without humour, in the mere triviality of the 

subject. The way Alcain dignifies the common and the popular is the one of Rauschenberg’s modern 

history paintings, of the overpopulated collages of Hannah Höch, of Oldenburg’s useless objects and, 

also, the commonplace-turned-art in the songs of Ray Davies. 

 

Alfredo Alcain. Work 2012-2015. Galería Fernández Braso. Villanueva, 30. Madrid. Until 31 December. 
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Cositas de la vida II [Little Things of Life II], 2012. Oil on canvas, 116 x 89 cm. 


