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The exhibition is a journey through one of the most recurring subjects of figurative
art: the human being

CaixaForum Madrid discovers how the
human being portrays itself across different
eras and cultures


The Human Image: Art, Identities and Symbolism exhibition explores
the representation of the human being throughout the history of art,
across different cultures and eras up to the present day, in the
framework of a new collaboration with the British Museum. The
display also includes a selection of works from the ”la Caixa”
Contemporary Art Collection.



Organised by the British Museum and ”la Caixa” Foundation, the
exhibition is a stimulating journey through one of the major subjects
of figurative art throughout history: the human being.



Through 155 such markedly diverse and heterogeneous pieces as
sculptures, paintings, films, drawings, numismatics, photographs,
video installations and objects, the display brings the holdings of the
British Museum and collection of the ”la Caixa” Foundation into
dialogue for the very first time.



The exhibition juxtaposes iconic works of ancient civilisations with
others of contemporary art, thus enabling transcultural comparisons
to be made. Among the artists featured are names like Henri Matisse,
David Hockney, Goya, Manet, Albrecht Dürer, Luis de Madrazo,
Christopher Williams, Koya Abe, Vanessa Beecroft, David Oxtoby and
Tom Wesselmann.



The attractive, fresh and accessible focus of The Human Image
inspires reflection and comparison, and invites visitors to address
such current topics as the ideal of beauty, divinity and power.

The Human Image: Art, Identities and Symbolism. Dates: from 28 April 2021 to 16
January 2022. Organisation and production: ”la Caixa” Foundation, with the
collaboration of the British Museum. Curatorship: Brendan Moore, curator at the
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Department of International Exhibitions of the British Museum Place: CaixaForum Madrid
(Paseo del Prado, 36).
@FundlaCaixa @CaixaForum #ImagenHumanaCaixaForum

Madrid, 28 April 2021. The deputy general director of ”la Caixa” Foundation, Elisa
Durán, the director of CaixaForum Madrid, Isabel Fuentes, and the curator at the
Department of International Exhibitions of the British Museum, Brendan Moore,
the latter via streaming, have today presented in CaixaForum Madrid the exhibition
entitled The Human Image: Art, Identities and Symbolism, a huge panorama of
figurative art that transcends cultural, chronological and geographical borders.
The exhibition is a collective show that brings together 145 works of art and
objects from the vast holdings of the British Museum, accompanied by a
selection of seven contemporary works belonging to the ”la Caixa”
Foundation Collection, as well as a large-format oil from the Prado Museum, an
installation from the Barcelona Museum of Contemporary Art (MACBA) and an
interactive installation by the digital artist Rafael Lozano-Hemmer – which
consolidates the links between the public and the exhibition contents – lent by the
artist and the Max Estrella Gallery.
This display explores works of the human being created worldwide across different
historical periods. Many are archetypal representations imbued with complex
symbolism; others, free of all metaphorical association, are conceived as realistic
depictions of the human figure as the artist sees it. Representations of the body
which – like all of them in fact – respond to the primordial desire to define and
explain the place we occupy in the world. They embody our knowledge of life,
and are models of who we think we are and what we aspire to be. Despite their
amazing variety in terms of aesthetic and purpose, the figurations presented in the
exhibition epitomise ideas and concepts that are common to all societies and
peoples. The exhibits are divided into five thematic areas, each preceded by an
introduction, which escape any chronology and will serve to explore the human
image: ideal beauty, portraits, the body divine, the body politic, and the body
transformed.
Using this format, the exhibition encompasses an eclectic mosaic of cultures,
peoples, ideas and artistic practices from both past and present that give us an
insight into different ways of capturing identity through a variety of techniques, from
the most extreme stylisation to hyperrealism. Besides bringing aesthetic pleasure,
the attractive, fresh and accessible focus of the display inspires reflection and
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comparison, and invites visitors to draw their own conclusions. Addressing a
subject as universal and yet so close as this – ourselves – provides a great
opportunity to transcend borders and generate a dialogue in each of the
exhibition’s five areas.
This is the sixth collaboration of ”la Caixa” Foundation with the British
Museum, thanks to the strategic alliance between the two institutions. A
partnership that has enabled us to offer people in Spain exhibitions dedicated to
medieval art and culture, the idea of competition in ancient Greece, the figure of
the Pharaoh, the importance of luxury in ancient civilisations and the emergence
of printmaking from the 1960s to the present, among other subjects. To date, these
jointly organised exhibitions have accumulated more than 1.3 million visitors.
Families and the broader public alike will be directly challenged through various
formulae: stimulating questions, video screenings that focus on specific details of
some of the contemporary artworks, and QR codes that offer games and
interactions with the pieces on display.
The exhibition juxtaposes gems of Ancient Art with spectacular modern pieces
from across cultures, as well as works signed by such artists as Henri Matisse,
Goya, Luis de Madrazo, David Hockney, Albrecth Dürer, Édouard Manet,
Auguste Boucher-Desnoyers, Tom Wesselmann, Antoni Tàpies, Christopher
Williams, Vanessa Beecroft, Koya Abe, Frank Auerbach, Anthony van Dyck,
Craigie Horsfield, Ali Kazim, Esther Ferrer, Farhad Ahrarnia, Juan Navarro
Baldeweg, Óscar Muñoz, Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, Craige Horsfield, Ali Cherri
and David Oxtoby, among others.

The most ancient work and the most contemporary
The most ancient work on display is a modelled human skull, from ancient
Jericho (now West Bank) and dating back to around 8000 BC. The piece is
considered one of the most notable artefacts of the British Museum collections. In
contrast, the most recent work is from 2016: a screen print by the famous Iranian
artist Parviz Tanavoli.
The first section of the exhibition explores how artists of diverse backgrounds have
set out to represent the body in its highest and most perfect form. We find the same
concern for the ideal of physical beauty, depicted according to certain prevailing
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standards of harmony and proportion, in societies as contrasting as those of
Classical Greece, medieval India and early modern Japan. Rather than an analysis
of individual temperament, these idealised figures are conceived as an expression
of virtue and collective aspiration. They are cultural archetypes that reflect norms
and beliefs of the communities in which they appeared. While a series of shared
conventions among cultures could be established, each community represents the
ideal of beauty in a different way. Thus in this area of the exhibition, interaction is
made by disparate pieces, from a classic Roman sculpture corresponding to a
male nude of the god Pan, a member of the retinue of Dionysus, dating from
45 to 25 BC, to a sepulchral statue of an Egyptian functionary that responds to the
canons of beauty of the late Old Kingdom of Egypt, from 2345 to 2181 BC.
Also worthy of particular note in this area is the varied array of figures of female
bodies which, in fact, are among the earliest and most diverse artistic creations,
from around 4000 to 2000 BC. These representations, often associated with
fertility, first came to light in an immense geographical area which encompassed
Europe, the Middle East, the Aegean Sea, Egypt and the Indus valley. On show in
the display is a figure of the voluptuous body of a woman from the north of Syria
and Iraq, dating back to 5000 BC. There are also more abstract statuettes of the
female body, found later in Iraq, Bethlehem (West Bank) and on Keros, a Greek
island in the Cyclades.
In addition, this area counterposes modern female representations like the sensual
lithograph by Henri Matisse Grande Odalisque à culotte bayadère (Large
Odalisque in Striped Pantaloons), created in Nice in 1925, with the contemporary
piece Eva Saumell, carrer de Manso, Barcelona, by Craigie Horsfield, who
“paints” modern life through photography, and with a print from Goya’s set of Los
Caprichos (The Caprices), which offers a reflection on the exploitation of feminine
beauty and the transitory nature of youth. Together with these works the display
features a radical revision of Venus del Espejo (Venus at her Mirror) by Velázquez,
signed by Koya Abe in which the goddess is depicted adorned with traditional
Japanese tattoos.
Often, and especially in the European artistic tradition, the female body portrayed
by male artists appears as a passive object of sexual desire. However, towards
the end of the 20th century and now in the 21st, socially committed artists have
criticised and challenged the normative concept of beauty and the stereotypes of
both female and male identity. Nonetheless, although a good deal of contemporary
art rejects beauty as an ideal of creation, the use and manipulation of the image of
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beauty in the media, fashion and advertising continues to be a controversial
subject. In this line, the exhibition includes a critical photograph by Christopher
Williams which, under the title Untitled (Study in Yellow and Red/Berlin), depicts
a model in underwear posing in profile. Though at first sight it would respond to the
canon of sexualised, glamorous images, when we pause to examine the details
we note imperfections that are normally hidden to the camera. Through these
details, the artist reveals the falseness of “ideal” beauty fostered by the mass
media.
The expression of personality through portrait
This second area begins with the notion of individuality expressed through visual
art. By definition, a portrait is the image of a specific person. Though its basic
function is to show the physical appearance of the model, it can also express
aspects of their individual nature, personality and social position. If we look closely
at the portraits in the display we see that the conceptual forms of gender and the
mediums with which appearance and personal identity are presented in art are
intricate and ambiguous. Portraits offer a subjective and partial vision of the
model, not an incontestable image. Their styles range from mimetic realism to
idealised naturalism, from distortion to abstraction. A portrait can reveal the
unique and singular of an individual, or emphasise their generic qualities and
present them as a certain “type” or class of person.
The equivocal nature of the portrait as a vehicle for individual representation is still
more evident in the expressionistic Head of Julia, by the British artist Frank
Auerbach. Though based on attentive observation from life, Auerbach’s piece
borders on abstraction, with its blurs and energetic brush strokes: here, traditional
pictorial representation is displaced by an intense psychological vitality.
By comparison, Anthony van Dyck’s melancholic study of the sculptor Hubrecht
van den Eynde is an excellent example of the desire to capture both the physical
appearance and mental health of the model. It contrasts with the life-size selfportrait by Ali Kazim, in which the naked, inert body of the artist is stripped of any
sign of identity, class or belonging. Also on display in this area of the exhibition is
the portrait David Hockney painted of his friend and mentor, the curator Henry
Geldzahler. This work is highly characteristic of his production in 1973. Other
pieces on show include a self-portrait of Michelangelo Pistoletto, a lithograph by
Édouard Manet and an Utagawa Kunimasa portrait depicting famous actors from
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the Edo period, as well as various sculptures from different eras and a number of
medals.
The body divine and the body politic
In The body divine area, the display explores the use of images in religious and
sacred practices, with representations associated with gods and goddesses,
saints, sacred ancestors and other supernatural beings. The iconic characteristics
of these figures, which recreate idealised human forms, usually respond to strict
theological conceptions and precepts: face, body, pose, gesture, costume and
symbolic attributes, all of which are intended to transmit the character and virtues
of the depicted divinity. In this respect, visitors to the exhibition can see from a
head of the Roman god Apollo in marble, a figure of the Hindu god Vishnu, a
seated Buddha, a figure of Amun-Ra, considered a supreme Egyptian deity, and
a Virgin Mary, enthroned with the infant Jesus, from the 15th century, beside the
contemporary Black Madonna with Twins, by Vanessa Beecroft.
The next section delves into the human representation of rulers, monarchs and
political leaders. Throughout history, they have all used images of themselves as
a visible expression of their authority and power. The aim of these iconic
representations, which appear in wide-ranging styles and formats, from colossal
statues to mass-produced coins, is to glorify the ruler and bear witness to their
achievements for all posterity. The centre stage in this area is shared by faces of
Egyptian pharaohs, a full-body sculpture of Emperor Marcus Aurelius, portraits
of kings of Ethiopia and the Democratic Republic of Congo, a representation
of the Queen Mother of Ghana and the collection of Roman gold and silver
coins that bear the portraits of numerous rulers, among them Julius Caesar,
Mark Anthony and Cleopatra.
One of the characters who most worked his own image with the aim of showing
himself as the incarnation of power was Napoleon Bonaparte, after proclaiming
himself Emperor of France and First Consul of the French Republic. The display
features the engraving and etching Napoleon le Grand (Napoleon the Great), by
Auguste Boucher-Desnoyers, in which he appears adorned with numerous
symbols of power, such as a triumphal gold crown, the grand collar of the Legion
of Honour, and a sceptre surmounted by the imperial eagle. Also on show is a
large canvas of Isabella the Catholic, the work of Luis de Madrazo, on loan from
the Prado Museum. In this portrait she is crowned and standing, with a
magnificent scarlet robe embellished with pearls and gold. In her left hand she
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holds a sceptre, symbol of her royal authority, and her right hand rests on a small
volume, almost certainly a breviary (book containing prayers for the liturgy), a
symbol of her piety.
This area also brings together a statue of Mao Tse Tung alongside a spectacular
sculpture of the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius, and a video-installation by Ali
Cherri, on loan from the MACBA, which offers a striking image of the undoing of
a ruler’s image, while reflecting upon the volatile history of modern Syria. There is
also a badge and an election pin showing support in the electoral campaigns of
the US politicians Barack Obama and Donald Trump, which offer an image of
fervent contemporaneity. These two small objects show the power and
international nature of images, even on the most functional and mundane of
mediums.
The body transformed
Finally, the exhibition explores another common recurring theme in the imagery of
several cultures: transformation. In fact, the visual presentation of the human
figure in a fantastical, camouflaged or drastically altered form is a practically
universal phenomenon which encompasses transcendental ideas and
significances. These objects often reflect the twofold nature of existence: material
body and immaterial spirit, conscious and unconscious mind, life and death, and
so on. Many of the works in this selection allude to demonic possessions and
magic metamorphoses. A carving from a Kwakiutl (self-name Kwakwaka’wakw)
village on the American Pacific coast shows one of these changes in form: a
shaman transforms himself into a bear, one of the ancestral animals from which
the Kwakiutl believe they descend. In other cases, we see how the manipulation
and distortion of the human image can express primeval fears and extreme
emotional states. The soldiers wearing gasmasks to protect them from the
terrifying hydrochloride gas in Otto Dix’s etching Sturmtruppe geht unter Gas vor
(Shock Troops Advance under Gas) seem to have been transformed into
dehumanised killers, almost robots. For its part, the disturbing sculpture made by
Hamada Chimei of a misshapen, crippled figure is a universal symbol of human
alienation and vulnerability.
However, the object of transformation par excellence may well be the mask. Its
use is common in cultures the world over, though the practices related to it vary
enormously as regards its purpose and the context in which it is employed. In
rituals, religious ceremonies, carnivals and dramatic performances it has the
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paradoxical function of hiding the identity of its wearer and, at the same time,
revealing it from another perspective.
Also on display in this area is an etching dedicated to David Bowie characterised
as Ziggy Stardust, the androgynous, alien rock star. The piece, signed by the
British painter and print artist David Oxtoby, alludes to Bowie’s fascination with
the mutable nature of individual identity. Another notable exhibit in this section is
an installation by the digital artist Rafael Lozano-Hemmer. In Recorded Assembly
he uses biometric techniques to detect and record the faces of visitors who pause
to look at the work, who he then converts into its central characters. The recordings
appear on the monitor in such a way as to make the live images of the participants
entirely overlap the faces of the previous visitors. The result is a series of portraits
that constantly fluctuate from one person to another, from past to present.

EXHIBITION AREAS

INTRODUCTION
Only by conceiving an image of the body can we situate ourselves in the external world.
Herbert Read, The Art of Sculpture, 1956

The human figure has always been the central subject of visual art. Starting from
around 35,000 years ago, when artistic activity first flourished during the last Ice
Age, people around the world have created images of the human form in every
possible style, format and medium. These universal depictions reveal the body as
a vehicle for personal artistic expression and the projection of ideas concerning
human life and experience.
This exhibition explores the human image across diverse cultures and creative
traditions. Visitors will encounter an extraordinary range of artworks, from ancient
artefacts and classical sculpture to paintings and video installations. Together they
show some of the distinctive ways that different societies have represented,
interpreted and valued the human body in art.
The exhibition focuses on five key themes: ideal beauty, portraits, the divine body,
the political body, and bodily transformation.
1.- IDEAL BEAUTY
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For thousands of years, artists have celebrated the beauty of the human form in
sculpture, paintings and other art media. Generally, the images they create do not
show the body as it is in real life with flaws and imperfections. Instead, they are
carefully constructed representations of ideal beauty.
The artworks in this section explore some of the varied and changing ways that
people have imagined bodily perfection. While they reveal different concepts and
standards of beauty, we can also identify some common features. Most noticeable
perhaps is the emphasis often placed on symmetry, balance and harmony of
proportion, as well as on youth.
In recent decades, many artists have challenged stereotypical representations of
beauty. Yet the continued manipulation of the image of the body, in advertising,
fashion and social media remains controversial.
2.- PORTRAITS

A portrait is generally defined as an image of a specific individual. Traditionally,
most portraits attempt to represent the physical appearance of the depicted person
in a realistic or life-like way, focusing specifically on the face. But a portrait can be
more than just a simple mirror reflection. It is a multifaceted construction of identity
that can take many forms and serve different purposes.
The first advanced portrait tradition developed about 5,000 years ago in ancient
Egypt. Egyptian kings and their royal officials created idealised sculptural images
of themselves to convey status. The western tradition of portraiture, expressing
character and individuality, originated in Greece over 2,300 years ago and was
developed further by the Romans. Separately, many other ancient civilisations
produced remarkable naturalistic human representations such as the ones from
the Moche culture in Peru (AD 100 ̶ 800) with its ceramic portraits of important
individuals.
3.- THE BODY DIVINE

Devotional images depicting gods and sacred beings in human form are important
in many religions. They help to inspire spiritual faith in devotees by providing a
focus for worship, prayer and the offering of gifts. As well as physically
representing a deity, such images are also often believed to embody their spiritual
power. For many people, the experience of contemplating a divine image
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strengthens their emotional connection to the divine and brings them into the
presence of god.
Religious icons are carefully constructed and maintained. The depiction of face,
body, pose, gesture and costume are all designed to communicate divine nature.
But not all religions use images in these ways. For some religious traditions,
notably Islam and Judaism, the iconic representation of the divine is considered
an affront to god and is prohibited.
4.- THE BODY POLITIC

Throughout history, rulers, monarchs and political leaders have used images of
themselves to communicate their power and authority. These iconic portraits
appear in wide-ranging styles and formats, from colossal statues and grand
paintings to mass-produced coins and posters. Rather than exploring the
personality of the depicted ruler, they are carefully designed to portray the ideal of
an all-powerful being.
Often, rulers link themselves to great leaders of the past by copying their portrait
styles and even their features. Typically, they are depicted in a limited range of
archetypal roles. These roles include the invincible military leader, the infallible
god-like monarch, and the wise statesman and teacher of the people. All such
representations are designed to convey a clear message: ‘I am your ruler.’
5.- THE BODY TRANSFORMED

The transformation of the human body is an important theme in the art and beliefs
of many cultures. Representations of transfigured, fantastical or distorted bodies
often explore the far boundaries of human nature and experience. Some of the
images displayed here contemplate the fragility and physical limitations of the
body, while others picture intense psychological experiences.
One process of physical transformation widely represented in art is death, the
final rite of passage that all of us must face. The funerary masks, death’s
heads and skeletons pictured here remind us of the transient nature of life.
Artists have also used the image of the traumatised body to express feelings of
anxiety and disorder, most notably in relation to the violent, transformative effects
of war.
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ACTIVITIES AROUND THE EXHIBITION
CYCLE OF THOUGHT
REPRESENTATIONS OF THE HUMAN
FROM 29 APRIL TO 27 MAY 2021
From prehistoric times to the present, human representation has accompanied a good
deal of the Earth’s civilisations. Celebration, recording for the future, spell, model to be
imitated and faithful copy of nature: the image has been all this and more, and still marks
the way we understand ourselves. This cycle of lectures invites us to journey through the
images that humankind has created of itself throughout history. The talks will delve into
representations of power, beauty, illness and all things sacred, in parallel to exploring
how our conception of the human being and the world, our ideals and our fears, have
evolved.
Cycle coordinated by La Casa dels Clàssics
THE HUMAN IMAGE
THURSDAY 29 APRIL 2021 AT 7 PM
By the director, scriptwriter and editor Fèlix Pérez-Hita
The history of the human image is also a history of our idea of ourselves and the
world. Throughout time we have used representations of our faces and bodies to
capture our ideas of beautiful and ugly, profane and sacred, good and evil. This
inaugural lecture will offer a glance at the past and present of images in varying
cultures to show us how we speak in these representations of who we are and
who we would like to be.
By the director, screenwriter and editor Fèlix Pérez-Hita. He teaches History
and Theory of Image at the University of Girona and the Elisava design school,
and master’s degrees and workshops at other institutions.
BEAUTY
THURSDAY 6 MAY 2021 AT 7 PM
By the architect and communicator Miquel del Pozo
What is eternal and what is changing in the idea of beauty? Is it still a valid
concept? Is there any constant that enables us to identify beauty despite the
diversity of its manifestations? A look at the history of representations of human
beauty allows us to reflect on these questions and today’s canons of beauty.
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By the architect and communicator Miquel del Pozo. He combines professional
practice in architecture with writing and theoretical reflection on art and
architecture.
ILLNESS
THURSDAY 13 MAY 2021 AT 7 PM
By the researcher in visual arts Rebeca Pardo
We live in a time when health, youth and beauty are the ideals behind the
images we produce and consume. While in classical painting or sculpture we
can find bodies that suffer, the early years of photography showed death and
disease that was near to us. But it has gradually distanced itself from our own
suffering to reveal only that of others. This session will analyse how this aspect
seems to change from the irruption of digital photography and social networks.
By Rebeca Pardo, PhD in Fine Arts and master’s in anthropology and
ethnography from the University of Barcelona. She is a researcher in visual arts
with a special interest in autobiography and the visual representation of illness,
death and grieving.
POWER
THURSDAY 20 MAY 2021 AT 7 PM
By the expert in the historiography of feminist and queer art Patricia
Mayayo
Power has always used images to glorify itself and disseminate ideas to its benefit,
but at the same time the power of images has also been used in the opposite way,
to counter authority. We shall see in this session how the full political potential of
representations emerges between these two extremes.
By Patricia Mayayo, PhD in the History of Art from the Autonomous University
of Madrid. Notable among her lines of research and study is the historiography
of feminist and queer art.
THE SACRED
THURSDAY 27 MAY 2021 AT 7 PM
By Tomás Pollán
A good deal of the history of western art consists in representations of sacred
realities such as gods, angels, virgins and saints. How has this iconography
marked us? Do we recognise certain images as sacred today? Why are there
cultures that avoid representing the sacred through the human form?
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By Tomás Pollán, PhD in Philosophy from the Complutense University of Madrid
and a degree in Psychology from the same university. Among his principal fields
of research are the philosophy of symbolic forms and the anthropology of religion.
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THE HUMAN IMAGE.
ART, IDENTITIES AND
SYMBOLISM
From 28 April 2021 to 16 January 2022
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”la Caixa” Foundation Information Service
Tel. 900 223 040
Monday to Sunday, from 9 am to 8 pm

”la Caixa” Foundation Communications Department
Cristina Font: 608 582 301 / cristina.font@fundaciolacaixa.org
Press Room: https://prensa.fundacionlacaixa.org/es/
@ FundlaCaixa @CaixaForum # ImagenHumanaCaixaForum

