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JOAQUIN SOROLLA 
A f i rs t m a j o r L o n d o n e x h i b i t i o n o f t h e Span ish a r t i s t ' s w o r k for a c e n t u r y g ives us a rare 
chance to a d m i r e his l i g h t - f i l l e d p a i n t i n g s up c lose, as ROS ORMISTON d iscovers 

An outstanding painter of the early 20 th century, 

Valencia-born Joaquin Soroila y Bastida is the 

focus of a new exhibition at the National Gallery, 

London. Remarkably, Soroila: Spanish Master of Light is 

ABOVE Running the first major exhibition in the UK in over a century, to 

along the Beach, explore the Spanish master 's work. There are few 

Valencia, 1908 examples of his art in Britain yet at the turn of the 19 th 

oil on canvas, century, in Spain and across Europe, Soroila was critically 

90x166.5cm admired, his work readily col lected and exhibited. A 1 9 0 8 

poster by Grafton Galleries, London, created for an 

exhibition of Sorolla's art, named him "The World's 

Greatest Living Painter". The National Gallery introduces 

signif icant works by this master of Spanish impressionism. 

Soroila initially built his reputat ion on works of social 

commentary. Painting on monumental ly- large canvases 

the realism in his paintings exposed the realit ies of life 

in Spain. He painted marginalised characters, such as 

disabled children and a woman arrested for murder, 
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rolla only paints what 
he sees... but he does 
it very quickly with an 
economy of brushstrokes 
- Christopher Riopelle, National Gallery 

Sorolla's portrai ts of ten paid 
homage to other art ists. His wife 
Clotilde posed for 1902 's Female 
Nude, a contemporary adaptat ion of 
Diego Velazquez's The Toilet of Venus 
('The Rokeby Venus'), which can be 
found in London's National Gallery 
collection today. "It 's such a str ik ing 
painting," says Riopelle of Female 
Nude. "It 's a modern equivalent, using 
modern tube painting. Sorolla is a 
great editor, he does not include 
extraneous details." 

Clotilde in a Black Dress, 
meanwhile, encapsulates the Spanish 
tradit ion of dress and pays homage to 
Goya's portraits, using thin, graded 
layers of black, grey and neutral 
shades to represent lace and the 
skin's luminosity underneath. 

Sorolla was also a superb 
landscape painter and he considered 
Andalusia as a 'garden of light', 
reflected in painterly works such as 
1910 's The Alhambra, Tower of the 
Points, which was characterist ic of 

( the art ist 's change in form and tonal 
content after 1900 . That year's 
Exhibition Universelle in Paris had 
been a turning point for Sorolla. After 
viewing hundreds of other art ists ' 
works on show, he was dissatisf ied 
with his own, even though he won a 
Grand Prix medal. Thereafter he 
altered his technique to use a lighter, 
richer palette, and make his work 
more painterly and less dark in both 
emotion and subject matter. 

Outdoors, only rain halted his work. 
Running Along the Beach, Valencia 
denotes the subliminal spirit of what 
he saw, tha t sense of the observer's 
presence on the beach, where two 
young girls run fast along the 

shoreline, their feet and dresses mirrored in the glassy 
surface of the seawater 's edge with a naked young boy, 
his wet skin gl istening in the sun, chasing behind them. j 
The horizontal format of this paint ing echoes that of the 5 
Parthenon Frieze at the British Museum, which Sorolla 

o 
has studied during his 1 9 0 8 London visit. His short, rapid | 

brushstrokes, using deepening blue-to-purple tones for the | 

sea, gives dynamism to the waves, complement ing warm ° 
o 

neutrals for the beach and the children's tanned skin, 

each connot ing the warmth of the sun and heat of the 

day, engaging the viewer to be part of this world. 
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LEFT Sunny Afternoon 
at the Alcazar of 
Seville, 1910, oil on 
canvas, 94x64cm 



In 1 9 0 4 ' s Afternoon at the Beach in Valencia, t h a t hea t 

is c o n n o t e d in a l im i ted pa le t te , d e e p b rowns to br ight , 

c reamy wh i tes , to cap tu re t h e br i l l iance of s h i m m e r i n g 

re f lec t ions on water . The so l id i ty of d e e p yel low co lour for 

t he paraso l - p robab ly Soro l la 's own, p ro tec t i ng h im f r o m 

t h e sun 's hea t and g lare - is a c o n t r a s t t o t he sho r t , qu ick 

s t rokes of co lour for t h e waves . It d o m i n a t e s t h e upper 

th i rd of t h e c o m p o s i t i o n - c ropped , as in a s n a p s h o t 

pho tog raph , t o f ocus a t t en t i on on t h e p r imary sub jec t of 

h is p ic ture, t he as ton i sh ing e f f e c t of b r igh t sun l igh t on 

water . The sma l l ch i ld ren p lay ing in sha l low wa te r c rea te 

perspec t i ve . Soro i la s t a t e d t h a t it w a s m e a n t t o be a sma l l 

| s tudy of l ight , and l ike t h e French Impress ion is ts , he 

I s o u g h t to cap tu re t h e e s s e n c e of t h a t l ight. 

§ This pho tog raph ic qua l i ty of c ropp ing , b r ing ing t h e 

s obse rve r c loser t o Soro l la 's sub jec t , is a s igna tu re s ty le , 

J a t e c h n i q u e t h a t he repea ted o f t e n in pa in t ings such as 

§ Young Fisherman, Valencia and Portrait of Amelia Romea, 

g Sehora de Laiglesia. He cu t ou t d i s t rac t i ng b a c k g r o u n d 

| ob jec t s to f ocus a t t en t i on on t h e sub jec t , m u c h l ike t h e 

s Japanese w o o d b l o c k pr in ts t h a t were popu la r a t t h i s t ime . 
X 

g In ano the r examp le of th is t echn ique , 1 9 0 5 ' s The White 

| Boat, Javea, t h e bod ies of t h e boys are v iewed above and 

® be low t h e water l ine , co lours c h a n g i n g f r o m w a r m sk in 
> 
5 t o n e s , t o an e therea l b lue-green t r ans lucency underwa te r , 
< 

| whe re t h e body s h a p e s are loosely f o r m e d . Soro l la 's 
z 
® b rushs t rokes fo l lowed t h e hor izonta l m o v e m e n t of t h e > 

ABOVE, FROM TOP 

Sewing the Sail, 

1896, oil on canvas, 

222x300cm; 

Alhambra, Tower of 

the Points, 1910, 

oil on canvas, 

81.5x106cm 
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SOROLLA 

waves with vertical highlights to express movement. 
The deep purple-blue colour was painted on a pr iming 
layer of blue, then overlaid with accents in turquoise, 
yellows, white, and darker purple tones. The whiteness 
of the boat reflects creamy warm tones on the water 's 
surface, highlighted with dashes of purple and green to 
suggest movement. 

It is a stunning example of Sorolla's oeuvre, belatedly 
being celebrated in England and Ireland this year. 
Sorolla: Spanish Master of Light runs from 18 March to 7 July 
at the National Gallery, London, and then 10 August to 3 
November at the National Gallery of Ireland, Dublin. 
www.nationalgallery.org.uk,www.nationalgallery.ie 

TAKE FOUR STEVE PILL ON 
LESSONS WE C A N LEARN FROM 
SOROLLA'S TECHNIQUES 

1. PICK A PALETTE FOR PURPOSE 
When it comes to selecting the colours for your palette, 

it is easy to rely upon the same favourite or t rusted 

pigments for all occasions. Sorolla, however, regularly 

changed up his selection to suit his subject. 

Once he had established his mature style, his bright 

plein air landscapes and garden paintings were of ten 

created with a similarly fresh palette characterised by 

Chrome Green, Cadmiums Red and Orange, and Cobalt 

Violet. He once called violet " the only discovery of 

importance in the art world since Velazquez". 

His portraits, meanwhile, were almost exclusively painted 

indoors, so his palette was deliberately warmer and richer 

to reflect the changing light condit ions (though note that 

shadows are often still cool in the paintings supposedly 

made in warm light). He of ten sidelined the bright hues 

listed above in favour of earthier colours such as Burnt 

Umber, Raw Sienna and Naples Yellow. 

2. STUDY MASTERS UP CLOSE 
Sorolla was unabashed in his admirat ion of his favourite 
art ists, absorbing new influences whenever possible and 
paying tr ibute through his own works. His family portraits 
showed a debt to Goya in their dark tones, a print of a 
Vermeer interior hung in his Madrid home, and he even 
admit ted to studying Velazquez's masterpiece Las Meninas 
"with a lens" during a visit to the Prado. 

When you visit an exhibition or gallery permanent 
collection, don't just admire a composit ion from afar. 
To really better understand a favourite art ist 's technique, 
get close (but not too close!) to the surface of one of their 
paintings and really try to pick apart how the individual 
brushstrokes were made and layered together. 

Likewise, small individual strokes of colour aren't always 
obvious when a picture is seen in reproduction, especially 
when they are shrunk to fit on the page of a book or a 
magazine, so pay close attent ion to any t ints or unexpected 
flecks that help build the picture. Properly examining a work 
rather than just idly admir ing it is an important skill for an 
art ist to develop. 
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3. DRAW TIGHT, PAINT FAST 
There is a real urgency to Sorol la 's hand l ing of pa in t t h a t 

m a k e s hundred-year-o ld pa in t ings st i l l b rea the w i th l i fe in 

t h e gal lery. "I cou ld not pa in t a t all if I had to pa in t slowly," 

he once said. "Every e f f ec t is so t rans ien t , i t m u s t be 

rapidly pa in ted." 

From 1 9 0 1 onwards , he c rea ted s o m e 5 0 0 pa in t ings 

in four years as he t ru ly e m b r a c e d a new natura l is t ic , 

l um inous sty le. The a r t i s t was ab le to do th i s t h a n k s to 

a r igorous g round ing in d raw ing f rom an ear ly age, even 

t h o u g h he rarely m a d e more t h a n a few m a r k s in penci l 

or charcoa l on t he canvas i tself . 

Sorol la pa in ted f r o m life, o f t en t a k i n g huge s t r e t ched 

canvases w i th h im and se t t i ng up his t r i pod on a beach or 

in a f ield. "The great d i f f icu l ty w i th large canvases is t h a t 

they shou ld by r ight be pa in ted as f as t as a ske tch , " he 

op ined. To ach ieve th is e f fec t , he sca led up his prac t ice . 

W h e n pa in t ing on s u p p o r t s m e a s u r i n g f ive or six f e e t wide, 

he m a t c h e d t h a t sca le by us ing long-hand led f i lber t 

b rushes t h a t fo rced h im t o s t a n d f u r t he r back a n d m a k e 

t he s a m e sweep ing, d i rec t s t rokes as if pa in t ing on a 

smal le r canvas w i th s t a n d a r d b rushes . 

4. CONTROL THE TEMPERATURE 
A mas te ry of w a r m and coo l hues is pe rhaps t he g rea tes t 

lesson t h a t Sorol la 's work o f fe rs . Wr i t ing in Art and 

Progress in 1 9 1 2 , Duncan C Phil l ips Jr. no ted t h a t t h e 

Span ia rd unde rs tood " t h a t s h a d o w s are no t b rown and 

opaque , bu t t r a n s p a r e n t spaces of i n te rcep ted l ight". 

Pa in t ing qu ick ly ou tdoo rs on a large sca le in d i rec t , 

ove rhead sun l igh t was relat ively unhea rd of du r i ng Sorol la 's 

day, so his abi l i ty t o ident i fy and cap tu re t h e e f f e c t s of 

re f lec ted l ight were key t o t h e success of his pa in t ings. 

A pa in t ing such as Young Fisherman, Valencia is t ight ly 

c ropped on t h e f igure, yet t he green and b lue t i n t s on t h e 

boy's ches t h in t at his sur round ings . Also pay par t icu lar 

a t t en t i on to t he way t h a t he pa in ts wh i te c lo th ing - whi le 

t he overal l e f f e c t is ident i f iab le as 'whi te ' fabr ic , t h e 

c reases and fo lds are dep i c ted in eve ry th ing f r o m s o f t 

mauve s h a d o w s t o c reamy yel low highl ights. 
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