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It sometimes happens that we immerse ourselves in a memory so deeply that it seems that we are not 

only seeing its image but truly reliving it. The sensation is more accused when we are caught 

unawares, when we are surprised by a smell, a photograph or a piece of music we had forgotten. All 

context –all which we now are and were not back then– is momentarily cancelled. We miss not so 

much a particular event as a state of mind. The memory’s past significance matters little; its mere 

temporal remoteness is what renders it significant. Painful past events can even acquire heroic 

connotations and be relived with nostalgia – the comfortable recreation of a pain we no longer feel as 

deeply as we did then. All our longings are inevitably tinged by the present. 

 

Something similar happens with art. One never looks at the same painting twice. Knowledge is 

accumulative and we cannot prevent what we now know from influencing what we observe, even if 

we have already done it before. This is true even if the time lapse between two gazes is minimal. I have 

seen the Pierre Bonnard exhibition at Madrid’s Fundación Mapfre several times in just a few weeks 

and every visit has been different. Every new vision has been altered, no doubt, by my readings on 

Bonnard’s life and work, but also by that secret way great art has of permeating our conscience. The 

effect caused by a work of art is the one of a trickle of water on limestone: a slow and silent filtration 

which inevitably affects all we have seen before and all we will see thereafter. 

 

My first vision of the brutal self-portrait of Bonnard from 1945 was brief and somewhat superficial. By 

the time I saw it a second time I had already read Timothy Hyman’s excellent essay on the artist. I 

therefore knew that, when it was painted, it had been three years since the death of Marthe, 

Bonnard’s lifelong companion; and that, since then, he had lived alone in the house they had both 

shared in Le Cannet for nearly twenty years. For the viewer it is almost inevitable to fall prey to the 

arrogant and tempting vice of projecting on this self-portrait a fact Bonnard himself could not possibly 

know: that he had less than two years left to live. This last self-portrait of Bonnard has an air not only 

of physical weakness but of surrender. With black holes for eyes, his gazeless gaze is one of the most 

haunting in the whole history of art. 

 

Fourteen years separate the earliest from the latest of the four self-portraits that hang together at the 

exhibition. Despite small physical variations, the attitude is always the same. The artist does not shy 

away from exposing his vulnerability, he does not hide his baldness, his short-sightedness, his skinny 
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build. His frailness is almost pathetic in The Boxer, a prodigious painting where Bonnard presents 

himself as an unlikely fighter facing an unknown opponent. On a screen that hangs from the ceiling we 

can see short films where Bonnard appears on excursions with the family of the collector Maeght. 

Who would imagine that this harmless-looking man –with his little moustache, thick glasses and 

holiday-maker hat– is one of the most powerful presences in twentieth-century art. 

 

His weak physical self seems to go hand in hand with his painting: a bourgeois and conservative art for 

an equally bourgeois and conservative personality. There was a time when Bonnard was a prominent 

member of the Parisian avant-garde. In the 1890s he had embraced the art of Gauguin and Japanese 

prints, defying impressionist naturalism. The triviality of the themes cannot conceal a radical approach 

to painting, rendered an exercise of cutting and pasting of figures and decorative motifs. The Game of 

Croquet, painted at the age of twenty-four, is a manifesto of the young Bonnard. With the turn of the 

century, however, the relentless inertia of the avant-garde, to which he had belonged until then, 

surpassed him. Bonnard, who had looked back to Impressionism seeking a renewal of his art, saw 

himself relegated –by the audacious chromatic experiments of the fauves first and, later, by Cubism 

and its infinite by-products– to the margins of the great story of modern art. 

 

The development of Bonnard’s private life only seemed to seal the evermore irrelevant role he was 

destined to play in early twentieth-century art. His contacts with the Parisian bohemia weakened as 

his relationship with Marthe progressed. Marthe, whom he had met in 1893 and would remain his 

partner until her death in 1942, had very weak health and possessed an absorbing character that 

demanded constant attention from Bonnard. They both progressively retreated from Paris and social 

life in general, first to a house they bought in Normandy and, from 1926, to Le Cannet, near Cannes. 

Bonnard’s mature years, constricted almost wholly to the space of his own home and the near-

exclusive company of Marthe, were his most fertile creative period. The elements of his daily life –the 

dining table, the bathroom, Marthe’s dresser– were enough to produce one of the most intense 

oeuvres of the twentieth century. 

 

Bonnard had painted memorable interiors before this domestic reclusion, but what one appreciates 

from the 1920s onwards is an ever-growing lack of anecdote. It’s difficult to find a main focus point in 

them, and when there is one it is rarely placed in the middle of the image. In a masterful painting from 

1925, for example, Bonnard presents a table full of food; on one of its corners we almost surprisingly 

recognise Marthe, camouflaged amongst the decorative exuberance of the composition. Bonnard said 

that he wanted his pictures to give the impression one gets on entering a room and giving it a first 

glance. When we open the door to a room we see everything and nothing at the same time. A first 

view gives us only a vague general idea. As in real life, all the elements of a Bonnard painting share one 

same visual field, with no props to guide our view. 

 

Bonnard shares with the Impressionists the obsessive need to capture a precise moment. The 

difference lies in the fact that he does not want to reproduce a visual moment but a mental one. The 

fragment of everyday life Bonnard portrays is not chosen at random; he chooses a fragment which is 

charged with a special meaning for him. It sometimes occurs that a domestic scene we have witnessed 

countless times before suddenly acquires the air of an epiphany, plunging us into a state of absorption 

very like the one of the people in Edward Hopper’s paintings. It is from this sense of sudden revelation 

that Bonnard paints. That is the reason why his paintings cannot be naturalistic. Bonnard paints with 

the imprecise precision of memory, where the intimate truth of things frequently denies verisimilitude. 

They are scenes drenched in memory, producing a distortion of reality whose goal is to come as close 

http://www.musee-orsay.fr/fr/collections/catalogue-des-oeuvres/notice.html?no_cache=1&zoom=1&tx_damzoom_pi1%5Bzoom%5D=0&tx_damzoom_pi1%5BxmlId%5D=109890&tx_damzoom_pi1%5Bback%5D=%2Ffr%2Fcollections%2Fcatalogue-des-oeuvres%2Fnotice.html%3Fnnumid%3D109890
http://www.musee-orsay.fr/en/collections/works-in-focus/search.html?no_cache=1&zoom=1&tx_damzoom_pi1%5BshowUid%5D=2444&cHash=b4f124095b
http://www.musee-orsay.fr/en/collections/works-in-focus/search.html?no_cache=1&zoom=1&tx_damzoom_pi1%5BshowUid%5D=2444&cHash=b4f124095b
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/bonnard-the-table-n04134


 

 

as possible to a state of mind which has been 

irreparably lost. It is for this reason that the 

evermore expressive colours of Bonnard 

respond not to the effects of natural light but 

to the filtered lens of memory. It is for this 

reason that he adopts violent perspectives, 

like in a masterpiece where we partially 

witness one of Marthe’s therapeutic baths, 

which she took every day in order to ease her 

sick health. All this discredits the scornful 

opinions Picasso had of Bonnard, judging him 

not a true modern painter but a servile 

copyist of nature. Nothing could be further 

from the truth. 

 

While from the 1920s Bonnard found himself 

displaced amid the heated debates of the 

avant-garde, the truth is that he was 

embarked on a perhaps more important 

enterprise: not only to paint from memory, 

but to paint memory itself. It is probably due 

to this, to the fact that he tried to reach the 

root of the complicated mechanisms of 

perception, that his art continues to speak to 

us as powerfully as it does. In comparison, 

many of the stylistic disputes of his time 

sound like mere child’s play. From the 1920s 

onwards, Bonnard devoted himself to painting his own particular truth, the only one an artist can 

honestly aspire to. (It is also for this reason that the last room in the current exhibition is somewhat 

disappointing: there we find a series of huge canvases featuring allegoric subjects which Bonnard was 

commissioned to do and that do not suit his sensibility.) 

 

If the visitor reads the signs carefully, he or she will learn that much of Bonnard’s paintings from the 

1930s onwards were made throughout the course of many years. The wall of his studio in Le Cannet 

was full of unfinished canvases. He worked on several of them at a time, adding paint guided by 

memory. Only when an image was finished did he pin it to a stretcher. Sometimes even that wasn’t the 

end of the painting: on some occasions, Bonnard would visit a museum in the company of his good 

friend Édouard Vuillard and, while the latter distracted the guard, he would take out a small paint box 

and add details to a painting he was not entirely satisfied with. Memory is ever-changing, and we find 

ourselves unconsciously going back to past moments because each new act of remembrance seems to 

bring us closer to the intimate truth of things. In a certain sense, a Bonnard painting is never finished, 

as our memories never definitely are. 

 

Bonnard. Fundación Mapfre. Paseo de Recoletos, 23. Madrid. Until 10 January. 

Nude in the Bath, 1925. (Tate) 
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