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%LOEDR¶V�2WKHU�6HUUDV
Guggenheim Museum Bilbao; Bilbao Fine Arts Museum

Since its completion in 1997 the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, designed 

by Frank Gehry, has unceasingly worked its magic. The economic impact 

of this extraordinary structure was immediate, drawing in so many visitors 

that, within four years, the $100 million spent by regional and local authori-

ties on its construction had been recouped in taxes. This is a consequence 

of the so-called ‘Guggenheim Effect’, whereby Bilbao’s previously run-

down, post-industrial urban landscape has been transformed into an elegant 

DQG�LQVSLUDWLRQDO�FLW\�GHVWLQDWLRQ�±�DQ�XQPLVVDEOH�DWWUDFWLRQ�RQ�DQ\�JUDQG�
tour of the world’s modern cultural centres. 

The building itself is a protean architectural wonder, rightly hailed as a sin-

JXODU�PDVWHUSLHFH��$V�+HUEHUW�0XVFKDPS�ZURWH�ZKHQ� LW� ¿UVW� RSHQHG�� WKH�
Guggenheim Bilbao is ‘a sanctuary of free association. It’s a bird, it’s a plane, 

it’s Superman. It’s a ship, an artichoke, the miracle of the rose’ (The New 
York Times, 7 September 1997). Built in Bilbao’s former port district on the 

south bank of the Nervión river, the museum engages in constantly shifting 

GLDORJXHV�ZLWK�ÀRZLQJ�ZDWHU��FKDQJLQJ�VNLHV�DQG�WKH�EXVWOLQJ�XUEDQ�VFHQH��
Viewed from the waterside, its seeming jumble of shapes and mass of tita-

QLXP�SODWHV�UHVHPEOH�D�VKLS�RU�D�YDVW�¿VK��$SSURDFKHG�IURP�WKH�FLW\��VSRUDGL-
FDOO\�EULJKW�DQG�FORXG\�UHÀHFWLYH�WLWDQLXP�LV�MX[WDSRVHG�ZLWK�JODVV�DQG�$QGD-
lusian sandstone. There is also an indigo-painted patch of windowed facade 

that invokes an almost domestic character that is affectionately parodied in 

Jeff Koons’s thirteen-metre high Puppy (a West Highland terrier made of 

VWHHO��VRLO�DQG�ÀRZHULQJ�SODQWV���VLWWLQJ�VSKLQ[�OLNH�DW�WKH�HQWUDQFH��

Exuberantly embodying the ‘spirit of freedom’ (as Muschamp also says), 

subjective responses are woven into the fabric of the Guggenheim Bilbao 

because this modern museum is not in any sense an empty box for the 
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display of artworks. The building’s purpose is not to create a neutral void 

in which paintings and sculptures can be objectively placed. Rather, it is 

a play with space that pointedly intrudes upon consciousness, interacting 

both with the museum’s contents and its surroundings in ways that vigor-

ously stimulate the imagination. 

Light is shed upon what all this implies by the museum’s most celebrat-

ed exhibit: Richard Serra’s The Matter of Time� �����±������� FRQVLVWLQJ�
RI�HLJKW�KXJH�VFXOSWXUHV�PDGH�IURP�¿YH�FHQWLPHWUH�WKLFN�VKHHWV�RI�ZHDWK-

erproof steel, displayed in The Arcelor Gallery. Named after the company 

that sponsored it (now merged with Mittal Steel), the sheer size of this gal-

lery is stupendous: a hundred and thirty metres long by twenty-four wide. 

As Robert Hughes writes, however, Serra’s Matter of Time takes charge of 

this immense room ‘like a rhinoceros in a parlour’ (The Guardian, 22 

June 2005). 

You can survey Serra’s installation from a balcony in the Guggenheim’s atrium 

(an amazing achievement in itself), but you learn very little merely by looking. 

You have to get inside it, pursue the lines of the torqued ellipses, follow the 

snaking curves and spirals, allow your progress to be governed by the shapes, 

which disorientatingly guide you in and round and out, along and through. As 

you do so, you’re acutely aware that these enormous objects, weighing many 

tons, remain standing only because Serra has correctly done the sums. They 

DUH�QRW�¿[HG��EXW�FDUHIXOO\�EDODQFHG�±�JUDYLWDWLRQDO�KDSSHQLQJV��VR�WR�VSHDN��

7KLV� WLJKW��VFXOSWXUDO�SRLVH�JHQHUDWHV�PRPHQWXP��(QWHU� WKH�¿UVW�Torqued 
Spiral, follow the walls that lean away from you, and you quickly, unwit-

tingly, gain speed. Immediately growing accustomed to treating the steel 

sheets as though they might be perpendicular, you soon learn to accom-

modate the resulting loss of balance by quickening your stride. Pacing the 

VSLUDO�EHFRPHV�D�FRQWUROOHG�IDOO��OLNH�VSULQWLQJ�±�DQ�XQFRQVXPPDWHG�WXPEOH�
that harnesses gravity to produce a forward motion which carries you into 

a central enclosure, then round and out along the same accelerating line, 

but now in reverse.

Citation: Paul Williamson,‘Bilbao’s Other Serras’,The London Magazine, August/September 2014, pp. 35–45.



37

The Matter of Time momentarily undermines the saving illusions of straight 

lines and dependable stasis. Serra’s artworks shape the space they contain, 

UHPLQGLQJ�WKH�YLVLWRU�WKDW�WKDW¶V�KRZ�VSDFH�LWVHOI�DFWXDOO\�LV�±�QRW�VWDWLF�DQG�
empty, but full of forces like the sea; carving out time’s trajectory like an 

DUURZ�LQ�ÀLJKW��7KHVH�VFXOSWXUHV�DUH�QRW�DIUDLG�WR�FRQIURQW�ELJ�LVVXHV��QRU��
with their narrow passages and leaning masses, do they shrink from being 

unsettling. As Robert Hughes writes, the ‘sheer courage of these pieces is 

breathtaking’. The experience of the installation is not sombre, however, 

EXW�H[KLODUDWLQJ��3HRSOH�HPHUJH�ZLWK�VPLOHV�RQ�WKHLU�IDFHV��FKLOGUHQ�¿QG�WKH�
sculptures thrilling. It’s a little bit like a fairground ride except you’re far 

more than a bundle of sensations, passively seated in the machine. You’re 

an active participant, a collaborator. Your experience, as Serra says, is an 

essential component of the work.

$�¿YH�PLQXWH�ZDON�DZD\�IURP�WKH�*XJJHQKHLP�LV�%LOEDR¶V�)LQH�$UWV�0X-

seum. Though not at all stuffy or staid, this is an altogether more traditional 

kind of museum than the Guggenheim. Since the Fine Arts Museum was 

established a hundred years ago the building that houses the collection has 

grown organically. A neoclassical core (dating from the late 1930s) and a 

modernist extension in the style of Mies van der Rohe (completed in 1970) 

ZHUH� XQL¿HG� LQ� �����E\� DUFKLWHFW�/XLV�8ULDUWH� DV� SDUW� RI� D� UDWLRQDOLVLQJ�
RYHUKDXO� WKDW� DGGHG� VLJQL¿FDQWO\� WR� WKH�PXVHXP¶V�H[KLELWLRQ� VSDFHV�DQG�
amenities. The collection is made up of over ten thousand pieces (paint-

ings, sculptures, works on paper and applied arts), dating from the twelfth 

century to the present, advertised under the neat slogan: ‘A Hundred Years 

of History, Ten Centuries of Art.’

Hanging on a wall devoted to Gothic art in the Fine Arts Museum are 

two paintings by another Serra: Pere (in Catalan) or Pedro, who lived and 

worked on the other side of the Iberian peninsula in Catalonia, and is docu-

mented from about 1343 to 1405. Pere Serra was the third of four broth-

ers, sons of a tailor and all painters, who ran an important workshop in 

%DUFHORQD�WKDW�ÀRXULVKHG�GXULQJ�WKH�VHFRQG�KDOI�RI�WKH�IRXUWHHQWK�FHQWXU\��
VXUYLYLQJ� LQWR� WKH� ¿IWHHQWK��9HU\� OLWWOH� LV� NQRZQ� DERXW� WKH� 6HUUD� DWHOLHU��
,Q������3HUH� LV� UHFRUGHG�DV�EHLQJ�DSSUHQWLFHG� WR�5DPyQ�'HVWRUUHQWV� �À��
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����±����� WKH� DSSUHQWLFHVKLS� SUREDEO\� FHDVHG� LQ� �����ZKHQ�3HUH¶V� HOG-

est brother, Francesc (as it is written in Catalan), died of plague; in 1363 

Pere was working on commissions with the second Serra brother, Jaume 

(Jaime), who was then presumably in charge of the family business. 

As is to be expected, Pere Serra’s works exclusively treat religious sub-

jects. Principal survivors from his oeuvre include 0DGRQQD�RI�WKH�$QJHOV�
(c. 1385, Museu Nacional d’Art de Catalunya, Barcelona), the stunning 

central panel (196 x 130 cm) of a predella, commissioned for the Cathedral 

RI�7RUWRVD�WKDW�VKRZV�0DU\�DQG�WKH�LQIDQW�-HVXV�ÀDQNHG�E\�VL[�DQJHOV�SOD\-

ing musical instruments; and The Retable of the Holy Spirit (1394, in situ 

in the Chapel of the Holy Spirit, Manresa Cathedral), a polyptych whose 

centrepiece depicts Mary, the Apostles and other followers of Christ with 

the Holy Spirit descending in the form of a white dove at Pentecost.

2QH�RI� WKH� VPDOOHU�SDQHOV�RI�The Retable of the Holy Spirit in Manresa 

Cathedral shows St Peter preaching and this is also the subject of one of 

the two pictures in the Bilbao Fine Arts Museum. Indeed, the similarities 

between the two pictures are great enough to suggest that they are likely to 

have been painted at a similar date, with the Bilbao version perhaps slightly 

later. The two Bilbao paintings (illustrated) are smaller panels taken from the 

retable of the high altar of the church of St Peter at Cubells, 140km west of 

%DUFHORQD��$V�EH¿WV�WKH�GHGLFDWLRQ�RI�WKH�FKXUFK��WKH�UHWDEOH¶V�ODUJH�FHQWUH-
piece (now in a private collection in Barcelona) shows St Peter enthroned. 

Josep Gudiol (Pintura Gótica Catalana, 1986, p. 59, cat. 142) and 

Chandler Post (+LVWRU\�RI�6SDQLVK�3DLQWLQJ�� ������YRO�����SS�����±���
list a series of surviving scenes from Pere Serra’s Cubells retable, all 

depicting important episodes in the life of St Peter. As is usually the 

case in medieval art, Serra supplements details taken from the New 

Testament account of St Peter’s life with scenes deriving from Apoc-

ryphal sources: the second-century Acts of Peter and the Acts of Peter 
and Paul or Passion of Peter and Paul, dating from the fourth century. 

These deal with Peter’s later life, including his journey to Rome where 

KH�PHHWV�ZLWK�6W�3DXO��FRQYHUWV�PDQ\�5RPDQV��FRPHV�LQWR�FRQÀLFW�ZLWK�
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3HUH�6HUUD��6W�3HWHU�3UHDFKLQJ��F��������
WHPSHUD�RQ�SDQHO������[�����FP��

Bilbao Fine Arts Museum
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3HUH�6HUUD��6W�3HWHU�DQG�6W�3DXO�EHIRUH�WKH�-XGJH�
�KHUH�FDOOHG�7KH�)DOO�RI�6LPRQ�0DJXV���

WHPSHUD�RQ�SDQHO��������[������FP��F��������
Bilbao Fine Arts Museum
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WKH�FKDUODWDQ�6LPRQ�0DJXV��DQG�LV�HYHQWXDOO\�FUXFL¿HG�E\�WKH�(PSHURU�
Nero or his magistrate Agrippa.

6W�3HWHU�3UHDFKLQJ�VKRZV�WKH�VDLQW�VWDQGLQJ�RQ�D�URVWUXP�LQ�D�SODLQ�EXW�¿Q-

ished interior (perhaps representing a basilica), addressing a group of six-

teen beautifully dressed men and women who seem to be sitting or kneeling 

while Peter speaks. Whereas Peter’s robes, halo and bare feet depict him in 

WUDGLWLRQDO�JXLVH�DV�D�¿JXUH�IURP�WKH�WLPH�RI�&KULVW��KLV�DXGLHQFH�LV�PDGH�
up of gorgeously apparelled, well-to-do members of contemporary high 

society. Similarly, Peter’s haloed portrait is rather iconic in style. Perhaps 

recalling the more stylised manner of a previous generation of painters, his 

features appear ever so slightly stiff and linear in a way that subtly differ-

entiates his face from the softer, more naturalistic faces of his listeners. The 

implication of these details is not that the saint himself has miraculously 

shown himself to Pere Serra and his contemporaries, but that the Christian 

message Peter teaches is as vitally fresh and alive in fourteenth-century 

6SDLQ�DV�LW�ZDV�LQ�¿UVW�FHQWXU\�5RPH��

Gesture is eloquent in this picture. Peter points up with his left hand, down 

with his right. Heaven or hell, he seems to be saying: the choice is yours. 

The woman on the right with her red headband and embroidered dress of 

EXUQLVKHG�JUHHQ�OLVWHQV�ZLWK�UDSW�DWWHQWLRQ��KHU�H\HV�¿[HG�RQ�WKH�VDLQW��:LWK�
her hand on her heart she shows how his words have touched her emo-

WLRQV�DQG�¿OOHG�KHU�ZLWK�KXPLOLW\��+HU�OHIW�KDQG�KROGV�D�GDQJOLQJ�ULEERQ�DV�
though it were a string of rosary beads. The man in the foreground in his 

PDJQL¿FHQW��RUQDPHQWHG�UREH�RI�PLGQLJKW�EOXH�UHVWV�KLV�KDQG�RQ�KLV�NQHH�
DQG�ZHDUV�KLV�FKDLQ�RI�RI¿FH�EDFNZDUGV��EHWZHHQ�KLV�VKRXOGHU�EODGHV��DV�
though worldly ambition and the need for action have momentarily been 

set aside. Was it sometimes common practice to position the chain like that 

(as a mark of respect in church perhaps) or is Pere Serra making a particular 

point? By contrast, to take one familiar example, Hans Holbein’s well-

known portrait of Sir Thomas More (1527, Frick Collection, New York) 

draws attention to the Tudor rose on More’s livery chain, but Holbein’s 

image is about the man, Serra’s is about the message. 
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What of the bearded elder in orange under St Peter’s elbow who catches 

WKH�YLHZHU¶V�H\H�DQG�KROGV�KLV�ULJKW�KDQG�XS�ZLWK�KLV�SDOP�RSHQ�DQG�¿QJHUV�
slightly bent? He seems less interested in what Peter is saying than in what 

is happening outside the picture, in the real space occupied by the viewer. 

Is he telling us with his gesture and meaningful glance to pause and think 

DERXW�WKH�VDLQW¶V�ZRUGV�RU�LV�KH�H[SUHVVLQJ�VFHSWLFLVP"�(LWKHU�ZD\��WKLV�¿J-

ure draws the viewer into the scene, adding energy and extending the idea 

of moral choices conveyed by Peter’s sign language to the world beyond 

WKH�FRQ¿QHV�RI�WKH�SLFWXUH�IUDPH��

According to the Apocryphal lives, St Peter’s oratory had a particularly 

strong effect on Roman married women. Nero’s wife Libia, the four con-

cubines of Agrippa the magistrate, Xanthippe the wife of Nero’s friend 

Albinus, along with many other Roman ‘matrons’ are said to have been 

FRQYHUWHG�XQGHU�3HWHU¶V�LQÀXHQFH�DQG�WR�KDYH�HPEUDFHG�D�OLIH�RI�FKDVWLW\�
which outraged their powerful husbands. That narrative is surely an ingre-

dient in the depiction of most of the women in 6W�3HWHU�3UHDFKLQJ, but what 

are we to make of the woman in pink, wearing a white wimple, who turns 

to glance at the viewer, the tilt of her head suggesting a fetching demure-

QHVV"�/LNH� WKH�PDQ� LQ�RUDQJH� WKLV� VDG�H\HG�EXW� FRTXHWWLVK�¿JXUH�EULQJV�
a dramatic immediacy to the image that complicates the basic message, 

instilling the pictorial and religious argument with a sense of urgency that 

extends out from the framed image into the world of the viewer.

Pere Serra was painting at a transitional moment in the history of northern 

Spanish art. The Franco-Gothic style (as Chandler Post describes it), which 

predominated in Catalonia from the last quarter of the thirteenth century, 

was succeeded towards the middle of the fourteenth century by a markedly 

Italianate trend that seems to have been imported from Siena. How this 

fashion travelled across the Mediterranean to the north-eastern corner of 

Spain (the Kingdom of Aragon as it then was) is not known. Speaking of 

‘the spirit of Sienese art’ striking a chord with the Catalans because they 

IRXQG�LW�µDQDORJRXV�WR�WKHLU�RZQ�DHVWKHWLF�WUHQG¶��3RVW¶V�SKUDVLQJ�UHÀHFWV�D�
general lack of historical data that could shed light on the process of trans-

mission (+LVWRU\�RI�6SDQLVK�3DLQWLQJ, vol. 2, p. 223). Whatever the origins 
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of this interesting development, Pere Serra and his brothers became prin-

cipal exponents of a distinctly Catalan interpretation of the Italian style.

A ‘delightful sensibility to prettiness’ (vol. 2, p. 240) is one of Post’s de-

scriptions that I suspect most of today’s art historians would work studi-

ously to avoid, yet it’s surely an apt way of speaking about Pere Serra’s use 

of colour in 6W�3HWHU�3UHDFKLQJ, with its eye-catching mix of pinks, reds, 

browns, and orange. The colours and the wonderful arrangement of heads 

and hats are certainly ‘decorative’ (to borrow another of Post’s terms), but 

the surface attractions are given human depth by the meaningful gestures 

and glances, while the dark blue mass of embroidered coat in the fore-

ground, juxtaposed with the golden green of the adjacent woman’s dress 

and contrasting with the deep red expanse of St Peter’s cloak add dramatic 

power. So much so, that it is tempting to wonder whether the portrayal of 

the listening couple in the foreground might have a tale to tell: could these 

be the donors who paid for the commission or do they perhaps represent 

one of the high-ranking Roman couples whose marital relations were upset 

by Peter’s Christian message?

Although the second panel from Pere Serra’s Cubells polyptych in the Bil-

bao Fine Arts Museum is more obviously narrative in intention, it never-

theless raises numerous questions. The picture is currently known as St 
3HWHU�DQG�6W�3DXO�EHIRUH�WKH�-XGJH. Post and Gudiol both call it The Fall 
RI�6LPRQ�0DJXV, and this is undoubtedly the more correct descriptive ti-

tle. Simon Magus (the magician) turns up in the New Testament in Acts 

���±����ZKHUH�KH�WULHV�WR�EX\�WKH�SRZHU�RI�WKH�+RO\�6SLULW�IURP�6W�3HWHU��+H�
gives his name to the word simony (the selling of ecclesiastical privileges) 

DQG��DORQJ�ZLWK�DOO�VLPRQLVWV��LV�¿WWLQJO\�SXQLVKHG�LQ�&DQWR�;,;�RI�'DQWH¶V�
Inferno��VWXFN��KHDG�¿UVW��ZDLVW�GHHS��LQ�D�KROH�LQ�WKH�URFN\�JURXQG��ZLWK�
his writhing legs burning forever like the wick of an unquenchable candle. 

In the company of St Paul, Peter encounters Simon Magus again in Rome, 

where the sorcerer has gained the trust of Nero. Aping Christ, Simon tricks 

the emperor into believing he has risen from the dead. According to the 

Acts of Peter and Paul (trans. Alexander Walker, 1916), when Peter and 
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Paul get the better of him in public disputation Simon decides to prove he 

is a god by dramatically taking to the skies. He climbs a high tower that has 

been specially built in the Campus Martius. Then, crowned with laurels, 

Simon stretches out his arms and astonishes the emperor and the watching 

FURZGV�E\�À\LQJ�WKURXJK�WKH�DLU��3DXO�XUJHV�3HWHU��µ'R�DW�RQFH�ZKDW�WKRX�
doest.’ Peter, ‘looking steadfastly against Simon’, invokes the aid of God 

and the risen Christ to cause the ‘angels of Satan, who are carrying him in 

WKH�DLU�«�WR�OHW�KLP�JR¶�DQG�WKH�PLVFUHDQW�IDWDOO\�FUDVKHV�GRZQ�WR�HDUWK�LQ�
the Sacra Via. 

This is the scene that is partially shown in the second Bilbao panel. St Peter 

stares up at Simon, praying for his downfall, while St Paul looks on. Mem-

bers of the crowd are shown in attitudes of dismay and surprise. The large 

WUXQFDWHG�¿JXUH�RQ�WKH�ORZ�SRGLXP�WR�WKH�OHIW��ZHDULQJ�SRLQWHG�UHG�VKRHV�
and another midnight blue robe is Nero. (An embroidered gold crown can 

be made out near the hem of his garment by his right foot.) An adjacent 

panel to the left, now missing, almost certainly contained the rest of Nero’s 

portrait along with a tower (probably a spindly one) and Simon Magus fall-

ing through the air. The episode is splendidly represented in mosaic in the 

Cappella Palatina in Palermo in Sicily (begun c. 1143) and repeated in the 

cathedral at nearby Monreale (1180s). Closer to home, as Post mentions 

(vol. 4, p. 522), Pere Serra’s younger contemporary Lluís Borrassà includ-

ed Simon’s fall in a retable painted for the church of St Peter at Terrassa, 

��NP�QRUWK�ZHVW�RI�%DUFHORQD������±����VHH�*XGLRO��FDW��������

The tale of Simon Magus is a fascinating one that reaches out far beyond 

the basic doctrinal message contained in the Acts of Peter and Paul. Typo-

logically, the tower that provides Simon with his launch pad brings to mind 

the Tower of Babel, while his assertion that he is a god recalls Lucifer. His 

ÀLJKW�DQG�IDOO�DOVR�KDYH�FODVVLFDO�DVVRFLDWLRQV��WXUQLQJ�KLP�LQWR�D�¿UVW�FHQ-

tury Icarus. The doctrines that Simon preached (refuted by Peter, accord-

ing to the early Christian sources) were collected into a body of teachings 

that make him an important Gnostic thinker: the Church Fathers regarded 

him as the ‘father of all heresy’ (Hans Jonas, 7KH�*QRVWLF�5HOLJLRQ, 1958, 

S�� ������0RVW� LQWHUHVWLQJO\�� KLV� VWRU\� KDV� ¿OWHUHG� LQGLUHFWO\� LQWR�PRGHUQ�
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FRQVFLRXVQHVV�YLD�LWV�LQÀXHQFH�RQ�WKH�)DXVW�P\WK��UHWROG�E\�0DUORZH�DQG�
Goethe. Not only was Simon a magician who could command devils (as 

is seen in the Acts of Peter and Paul�ZKHQ�KH�ÀLHV���KH�DOVR�ZHQW�E\�WKH�
nickname ‘Faustus’, the favoured one, and travelled with a woman named 

Helena who he said was Helen of Troy reborn.

How much of this colourful history may be encoded in Pere Serra’s ac-

FRXQW�RI�6LPRQ�LV�GLI¿FXOW�WR�HVWDEOLVK��:KDW�LV�FHUWDLQ��KRZHYHU��LV�WKDW�WKH�
purposeful way in which Pere Serra plays with the relationship between 

his painted surface and the real space for which his pictures were intended, 

particularly in 6W�3HWHU�3UHDFKLQJ, reveals a highly developed pictorial cul-

ture. Harnessing colour, form and narrative content, Pere Serra’s Bilbao 

panels are infused with an intriguing energy, built on the interaction be-

tween artwork and viewer, that is a recurrent feature of western art. The 

fact that the work of two Serras can be found in Bilbao, separated by a 

¿YH�PLQXWH�ZDON�DQG�����\HDUV�RI�KLVWRU\�� LV�D�GHOLJKWIXO�DFFLGHQW��7KDW�
they are both concerned, in their radically different ways, with exploring 

the dynamics of their viewers’ responses is no accident at all.

Many thanks to María Amezaga Mass (Bilbao Museum of Fine Arts), Mireia 

Berenguer i Amat (Museu Nacional d’Art de Catalunya, Barcelona), and 

Emile van Binnebeke (Koninklijke Musea voor Kunst en Geschiedenis, Brus-

sels). Paul Williamson’s new book, Ekphrasis: Serra, an illustrated study of 

the sculpture of Richard Serra in blank verse, is available from Gagosian.

Citation: Paul Williamson,‘Bilbao’s Other Serras’,The London Magazine, August/September 2014, pp. 35–45.


