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2017 will mark the 80th anniversary of the first public showing of one of the most 
iconic paintings in art history, Pablo Picasso’s Guernica, initially exhibited in the 
Spanish Pavilion at the 1937 World’s Fair in Paris. 

The Museo Reina Sofía therefore organizes Pity and Terror. Picasso’s Path to 
Guernica, a major exhibition that will bring together some 150 masterpieces by the 
artist from the Reina Sofía’s own Collection and more than 30 institutions around 
the world, including the Musée Picasso and Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris, the 
Tate Modern in London, the MoMA and the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, 
and the Beyeler Foundation in Basel, as well as private collections like those of 
Nahmad and Menil. 

We shall also be celebrating the 25th anniversary of the arrival at the Museo Reina 
Sofía of this painting, which was commissioned by the Republican government for the 
Spanish Pavilion at the World’s Fair in Paris with the aim of presenting an artistic 
denunciation of events in the Spanish Civil War. 

 



 

 

Unlike other retrospectives on the art of the Málaga-born genius, this show places the 
emphasis on the evolution of Picasso’s pictorial universe, with Guernica at its 
epicenter, from the late 1920s until the mid-1940s, a period when the artist brought 
about a radical change in his oeuvre. Through key works from that period, it will be 
possible to analyze the transformation undergone in Picasso’s art from the initial 
optimism of Cubism to his search in the 1930s, a period of great political tumult, for a 
new image of the world lying between beauty and monstrosity. Guernica is thus treated 
not as an isolated piece but as a fundamental work forming part of the evolution of 
Picasso’s art. 

A study of the structure of his works in those years reveals the new path undertaken by 
the artist through the gradual introduction of different spaces and figures, scenes of 
both frenzied and static action, and situations of violence, fear or pain, often expressed 
by means of destructured bodies, all finally issuing into a political art that culminates in 
the most famous of his works. 

Other 80th Anniversary projects 

Besides Pity and Terror in Picasso: The Path to Guernica, the Museo Reina Sofía is 
also working on a number of other important projects to commemorate this 
anniversary. The first will be a publication that will include an extensive essay by the 
exhibition curators, the art historians T. J. Clark and Anne M. Wagner, together with 
case studies by other authors and graphic material. 

As a result of an intensive research project carried out by the Collections Department, 
the Museum has also created the Guernica Documentary Archive, a compilation of 
historic documentation that exhaustively traces the life story of Guernica. Much of this 
material has been digitalized, and will be available for consultation in a specific 
section of the Museum’s website, which will thus become a key referent for the study 
and diffusion of Picasso’s masterpiece. 

During this research, which was carried out in archives, libraries and museums both in 
Spain and abroad, a large number of documentary, graphic and audiovisual materials 
were located and compiled. Some are related to the creation of the work itself 
(preparation, materials, composition, influences), some to its historical context 
(Picasso during the Spanish Civil War, the commission, related documentation, the 
critical reception at the time), and others to its exile (the work’s odyssey around 
England, Brazil, Italy, Denmark, Germany, France, Holland, Belgium and the United 
States). Also compiled is information on Guernica’s return to Spain (negotiations, 
transport, etc.), its role in the history of Spain, and its use as a universal icon of 
denunciation of all the catastrophes of war. 

With this research as a basis, a second publication will also appear with another set of 
essays and abundant documentation on Guernica’s travels up to 1958 and its 
definitive return to Spain. An analysis and evaluation of the documentation presented in 
the book will shed light on the most significant episodes in the painting’s history from 
an artistic, museological, political and symbolic point of view. The books starts with the 
geographical places, physical or otherwise, where Guernica has been shown or 



 

 

reproduced owing to its recognition and celebration as a universal anti-war icon and a 
banner standing for the struggle for freedom in general and against dictatorship in 
particular, so revealing and confirming its nature as allegory. 
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