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Close to 80 years ago, Picasso painted
Guernica in a Paris attic, a haunting work of
art that has become a universal howl against

the ravages of war, from 1937 Spain to 2017 Syria.
The canvas mixes stark images of agonizing
humans and animals to depict the horror of the
bombing of the small Basque town of Guernica on
April 26, 1937 during Spain's civil war. Luis Ortiz
Alfau, a 100-year-old Spaniard, was there that day
"to pick up the dead and the injured," he told AFP.
"Around 4:00 pm, three planes started arriving
every 15 minutes, they were German and Italian
planes," said the former soldier on the Republican
side. "They dropped explosive bombs, then incen-
diary bombs, and the town started to burn."

War in Syria 
To mark the 80th anniversary of one of the most

famous paintings in the world, studied by genera-
tions of schoolchildren, Madrid's Reina Sofia
Museum, where it now hangs, will hold a major
exhibition from April 4. "Guernica's importance in
the collective unconscious is such that I define it as
a spiritual work of art, with a constant vocation of
promoting peace," Bernard Ruiz-Picasso, the
Spanish artist's grandson, told AFP. Rosario Peiro,
head of collections at the museum, said Syrians had
used images of the painting in their protests. They
"were trying to say: 'enough with this war in Syria'."

At the United Nations last year, French
Ambassador Francois Delattre compared the
destruction in the Syrian city of Aleppo to Guernica.
"Aleppo is to Syria what Guernica was to the
Spanish war, a human tragedy, a black hole
destroying all we believe in," he said. 

'Screaming out' 
The Spanish Civil War kicked off nine months

before the attack on Guernica when army generals
staged a coup against a fledgling left-wing repub-
lic. Led by General Francisco Franco, the nationalist
camp had the support of Nazi Germany and fascist
Italy. The attack, which is estimated to have left 150
to 300 dead, was the Nazis' first attempt at terror
bombing civilians-a tactic they would go on to use
in World War II. Two days later, Pablo Picasso, who
had lived in France since 1904, saw the first photo
reports of the tragedy. On May 1, he started his
own Guernica. On a large canvas more than seven
meters (23 feet) wide, he painted deformed figures
of women and children writhing in a burning city.

A broken sword in hand, a dismembered fighter
lies with wide open eyes, an impassive bull, a
wounded dove and an agonizing horse nearby. "It
seems the faces are screaming out," said Takahiro
Yoshino, a 20-year-old Japanese tourist contem-

plating the painting for the first time in the Reina
Sofia, which saw 3.6 million visitors last year.
Nearby, Sonia Seco Cacaso had taken her kinder-
garten class to see Guernica. "When there is a prob-
lem, you have to resolve it and not through war,"
shetold them.

'All we love will die' 
Black, white and grey, the oil painting was

Picasso's response to a commission by Spain's
embattled republic for the upcoming World
Exhibition in Paris. When it opened on May 25,
1937, Hitler's Germany and Stalin's Soviet Union
competed with gigantic pavilions. Inside Spain's
more modest pavilion, Guernica loomed large and
was greeted with mixed reviews. 

In his memoirs, Jorge Semprun, a Spanish writer
who later served as culture minister, remembered
that British art critic Anthony Blunt disapproved.
"Picasso belongs to the past," he was quoted as
having said. French poet Michel Leiris, though,
wrote that the painting was Picasso's "letter of
mourning: all we love will die," just as World War II
loomed, as did the defeat of the Republicans in
Spain's civil war.

Life of exile 
In 1939, Franco took power for a 36-year-long

dictatorship. Years later, he maintained that "the
poor marxists" set fire to Guernica. The canvas itself
started a "life of exile", said Peiro. From 1937, it was
exhibited in Europe and the US to raise money for
Spanish refugees. Then in 1939, Picasso entrusted
his masterpiece to New York's Museum of Modern
Art, where it stayed more than 40 years. The painter
gave the museum clear instructions-the canvas
belonged to the Spanish people and would only be
given back "when they have recovered the free-
doms that were taken away from them." Finally in
1981, the painting arrived in Spain, which was tran-
sitioning to democracy after the death of Franco.

It was first put up for show in an annex of the
Prado Museum, behind explosion- and bullet-proof
glass to protect it from possible harm in a country
still struggling to deal with its very recent, dark
past, wrote Semprun. Now at the Reina Sofia, it has
become the star attraction. For Jose Lebrero, the
artistic director of the Picasso Museum in his native
southern city of Malaga, "it's one of the last major
historical paintings-in the line of Courbet or
Delacroix-that allows us to remember a very diffi-
cult historical event." It is a canvas that is particular-
ly poignant "in the strange and worrying political
situation we are going through," he added. — AFP

Agiant frieze depicting the history of
Rome on the walls lining the River
Tiber has been damaged by graffiti

writers, to the dismay of its creator, William
Kentridge. The South African artist said he
was at a loss to understand why Rome
authorities had not removed graffiti as soon it
appeared along the bottom of the 550-metre
(1,800-feet)-long mural he created out of the
dirt caking an embankment of the famous riv-
er. The work, an idiosyncratic take on the
Eternal City's defining moments, was inaugu-
rated in April 2016 and has proved a popular
free attraction for visitors to the Italian capital.

But its visual impact has been compro-
mised by the appearance of a steadily-grow-
ing amount of graffiti in the spaces between
some of the images - most of them 'tags', the
personalized signatures of the writer. "Some
graffiti artists do great work. I'm less interest-
ed in those who simply leave their initials on
the wall," Kentridge told Italian daily La
Repubblica. "I know there are many people in
Rome to whom this work is dear... out of
respect for them, I hope the city authorities
will clean up the graffiti," he said.

The message appeared to have been
heard. Deputy mayor Luca Bergamo on

Friday ordered a team from the city's refuse
department to start erasing the graffiti,
denouncing the authors of it as "stupid."
Entitled "Triumphs and Laments",
Kentridge's 10-metre (33-feet) tall mural was
created by washing the dirt off the wall
around the images in a technique known as
reverse stencilling.

The artist expects it to gradually disappear
as pollution and weeds combine to return the
cleaned bits of wall to their previous state, a
process that he had envisaged taking four to
five years. The frieze provides a non-chrono-
logical depiction of Rome's history from pre-
historic times up to the Dolce Vita era of the
1960s and the contemporary migrant crisis -
which is referenced in a depiction of a Roman
slave galley. In an interview with AFP last year,
Kentridge described it as a meditation on the
flawed nature of memory with both heroic
and shameful episodes from the city's history
on show. The mural is located on the right
bank of the Tiber in the Trastevere district of
Rome, close to St Peter's basilica and across
the water from the historic center of the
Italian capital. — AFP

80 years on, Picasso's anti-war

Guernica still resonates

A man looks at Spanish artist Pablo Picasso’s painting, ‘Guernica’ at Reina Sofia museum in
Madrid. — AFP 

Graffiti vandals damage

Kentridge Rome frieze

A general view shows the ‘Triumphs and Laments’ fresco which was completed along
the banks of Rome’s Tiber river less than a year ago by South African artist William
Kentridge, yesterday in Rome. — AFP

An employee poses with an artwork by British artist Chris Levine entitled ‘Lightness of
Being’ with an estimated price of 50,000-70,000 GBP (58,000-82,000 EUR: 62,000-88,000
USD) during a photocall ahead of the ‘The Making Of Modern Britain’ sale at Sotheby’s in
London, yesterday. — AFP.


