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'Afternoon at the Beach in Valencia', 1904, by Joaquin Sorolla 

ARTS 

Master of white 
Laura Gascoigne enjoys a blast of Spanish sun, courtesy of 

Joaquin Sorolla, whose paintings are being shown in 
London for the first time since 1908 

Ar t is ts can be t r a ined , bu t they a r e 
f o r m e d by t he i r ea r l i e s t i m p r e s -
sions: a child of five may not be able 

to draw like a mas te r but he can see be t t e r 
and m o r e intensely. T h e light of Valencia 
was bu rn t in to Joaqu in Sorolla y Bas t ida ' s 
menta l ret ina and he could not get it out of 
his mind: 'I live he re like an orange t ree sur-
rounded by heaters, ' he told an interviewer 
in Madr id in 1913. 

N e v e r a s t u d i o p a i n t e r , h e w o r k e d 
best u n d e r the l amp of his na t ive sun and 
re tu rned to Valencia f r o m wherever he was 
living every summer to set u p his easel on the 
beach. His ambi t ion was to deve lop 'a kind 
of painting that is f rank , the sort of painting 
that in terprets Na tu re as it really is', and he 

began to achieve it in the 1890s in paintings 
like 'The Re tu rn f rom Fishing' (1894). 

A s in the title of the Nat iona l Gal le ry ' s 
new exhibition, Sorolla is of ten called a mas-
ter of light when , technically speaking, he is 
a mas t e r of white. Whi t e sails, whi te shirts, 
whi te walls d o m i n a t e his canvases , ca tch-
ing, reflecting or t ransmit t ing the sun's rays: 
in 'The R e t u r n f r o m Fishing ' , only Sorol la 
could have achieved tha t ba lance b e t w e e n 
the bu t t e r yellow of the whi te sail with the 
sun behind it and the dirty blue of the same 
'wh i t e ' in par t ia l shade . This k ind of p u r e 
paint ing, though , won him no prizes. It was 
t he social rea l i s t sub j ec t of 'Sad Inhe r i t -
a n c e ! ' (1899) , s h o w i n g d i sab led ch i l d r en 
f r o m the local hospital of San Juan de Dios 

sea-bathing under the wing of a black-robed 
pr ies t , tha t bea t A l m a - T a d e m a , Klimt and 
Whist ler to the G r a n d Prix at the Universal 
Exhibit ion in Paris in 1900. 

Sorol la ' s social-realist pa in t ings always 
feel uncomfor t ab le and strangely emot ion-
less, as if the choice of subject was tactical 
and his hear t wasn ' t in it. His hea r t was in 
his paint ings of his family, especially of his 
adored wife, Cloti lde, the woman he called 
'my f lesh , my life, my b r a i n ' . 'C lo t i l de in 
a Black Dress ' (1906), on loan f rom the Met , 
echoes Sargent — who repa id t he compli-
ment in garden paintings echoing Sorolla — 
but the gravity of Clotilde's expression lifts it 
above a society portrai t . 'My Children' (1904) 
owes as much to Velazquez as to Sargent , 
but ' M o t h e r ' (1895-1900) is t ruly original : 
a double portrait of Clotilde and her newborn 
d a u g h t e r E l ena , the i r d i s e m b o d i e d h e a d s 
floating on a cloud of bedding — a Whist ler 
symphony in white with no hard edges, rely-
ing on the softest manipulat ion of tones. 

T h e last two paint ings normal ly hang in 
the Sorolla Museum, the charmingly eclectic 
house Sorolla built in Madr id with the pro-
ceeds of his hugely successful debu t exhibi-
tion at the Hispan ic Society of A m e r i c a in 
1909. N e w Yorkers q u e u e d in the snow for 
a blast of Sorolla 's Spanish sun; 160,000 vis-
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Symphony in white:'Mother', 1895-1900, by Joaquin Sorolla 

ited in a month and half the 350 works were 
sold. It was the making but also the ruin of 
Sorolla, as it prompted the society's million-
aire f o u n d e r A r c h e r Hun t ing ton to com-
mission a 60-metre mural cycle of Spanish 
costumes and customs for the institution's 
library that would take over the rest of the 
artist's life. He still managed to get away to 
Valencia occasionally, where he focused on 
paintings of nude children splashing in the 
surf and women bathers in clinging drapery, 
like 'The Pink Robe ' (1916). 

Today, out of season, the broad expanse 
of Valencia's Malvarrosa beach is empty. The 
modern fishing industry has migrated south 
to the city port whose cranes and derricks 
litter the horizon, and the building that once 
stabled the oxen that pulled loaded boats up 
the beach is now a yoga studio. Two doors 
down, pensioners are playing cards outside 
Sorolla's former studio, now a bar. 

O r p h a n e d aged two by the de a th s of 
both his parents in the 1865 cholera epidem-
ic, Sorolla was brought up in the Cuartel del 
Mar by a blacksmith uncle who recognised 
his talent and encouraged him to take draw-
ing classes at the local t rade school. By the 
age of 15, he could bash out a bodegon (still 
life) in the style of the masters — the Sorolla 
room in Valencia's Museum of Fine Arts has 

an impressive example — and af ter finish-
ing his art education in Italy he began pick-
ing up medals for history painting. But the 
pictures that won him medals were not the 
pictures he wanted to paint. His inspiration 
came from the present, not the past. 

Eventually the workload took its toll. ' I 
must limit the hours I paint , ' he resolved, 
' they ' re warnings that God is sending me.' 
His rate of production made Van Gogh at his 
most manic look like a slouch: in preparation 
for his 1909 New York exhibition he banged 

One suspects that Sorolla's eternal 
sunshine was a means of chasing 

away the shadows 
out 80 beach paintings in a single summer. 
As a plein air painter, he had an excuse for 
speed of execution: 'One must paint quickly,' 
he justified himself, 'because so much is lost 
in an instant, and you never find it again! ' 
His larger works can look slapdash, but his 
sketches are perfection. Pictures that strive 
for meaning at four foot can exist quite hap-
pily without it at 12 inches, as the 200 apunt-
es currently on show at the Sorolla Museum 
(until 29 September) conclusively prove. 

What drove Sorolla? Not money — he 
made more than enough of it — nor pride: 

Hun t ing ton descr ibes him as ' s imple and 
wi thout vani ty ' . Paint ing, fo r him, was a 
compuls ion . 'For him the prac t ice of ar t 
was a vital function, like breathing,' said the 
writer Ramon Perez de Ayala, who sat for a 
portrai t in 1908. O n e suspects that , as with 
Bonnard, Sorolla's eternal sunshine was not 
a reflection of a spotless mind but a means 
of chasing away the shadows f rom the 'lone-
ly, sad person ' he exposed only to Clotilde. 
She knew the truth, hence the grave expres-
sion. In 1920, the inevitable happened: a par-
alysing s t roke condemned the workahol ic 
to live out the last three years of his life in 
enforced idleness. 

The Nat ional Gal lery show is Sorolla 's 
first in London since the Gra f ton Galleries 
presented him to the British public in 1908 
as 'The World 's Grea te s t Living Pa in te r ' . 
The hype was misjudged — only a few works 
sold, mostly sketches — and the W G L P title 
would go to a younger Spaniard who, a year 
earl ier , had demol ished the idea of inter-
preting 'Nature as it really is' in 'Les Dem-
oiselles d 'Avignon' . But the idea has never 
lost its popular appeal, and Sorolla remains 
a persuasive exponent. 

Sorolla: Spanish Master of Light is at the 
National Gallery, from 18 March to 7 July. 
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