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A PORTRAIT OF ORTEGA Y GASSET**

Abstract: Reading only the title of this article, the first thing that comes to mind 
might be that it focuses on a particular work of art, more precisely, the image of 
José Ortega y Gasset, as represented in one form of visual arts. But such a con-
clusion would be wrong. The fact that this piece of writing is part of a collection 
of articles dedicated to Ksenija Atanasijević’s thought suggests – evidently – that 
she is the author of that portrait. This genre is not exclusively the realm of artists, 
but also of philosophers and generally all those who primarily express themselves 
with words. A detailed reading of Atanasijević’s article on Ortega y Gasset, more 
than half a century after it was first published, is complemented by her positions, 
presented in her other writings. A particular question at issue here is the affinity 
or similarity of these two thinkers’ theoretical standpoints.
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A portrait is primarily or usually seen as a non-verbal image that rep-
resents a particular person. However, it can also be made of letters and 
its subject need not necessarily be a physical person. Regarding its form, 
this genre does not denote only two-dimensional artistic representations 
and sculptures, nor, in terms of its subject matter, only individual human 
or living beings. There are also portraits made of words. They transcend 
acts of depicting the physical appearance of a person, although they can 
indeed be merely a representation of physical traits of the individual por-
trayed, and his or her mood or character.

Discourse can have a representational function. It can also be paint-
ing by language. Using words, it is possible to create the impression that a 
person is present even when they are actually absent, to achieve vividness 
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of representation. In such instances, language rivals the visual arts. On 
the other hand, it is legitimate to represent a person through their work. 
Such is the case with philosophical or intellectual portraits. To make such 
a portrait means to reflect on something by portraying someone. In addi-
tion to the fact that such a text can include a biography of the thinker to 
whom it is dedicated, it also renders a portrait of that thinker by exam-
ining their writings and problems they were preoccupied with. A gallery 
that contained all such words would have to be extremely spacious.

Ksenija Atanasijević wrote texts that could be described as portraits, 
herself using the word “sketch” when providing them with titles. One such 
article, “Humanist Thought of the Spanish Philosopher José Ortega y Gas-
set” was published in the journal Savremenik (Atanasijević, 1967). As can 
be seen from the title, the article focuses primarily on Ortega’s theoretical 
positions, not his visual representation rendered with words. For this rea-
son, it is a philosophical portrait. If someone unfamiliar with Atanasijević 
were to learn that she created “a portrait of Ortega y Gasset,” they would 
probably think that she was a painter or a sculptor who produced a por-
trait of a person. That conclusion would be wrong not only because she 
was not a visual artist, but also because the idea of the portrait resists such 
simplification.

During his lifetime, José Ortega y Gasset was painted by at least two 
artists. Painter Ignacio Zuloaga made two portraits of him. The first one 
is from 1917, and is now kept at the Cervantes Institute in Paris. Done in 
charcoal on canvas, this painting shows Ortega in full figure, sitting on 
a chair, with the El Escorial palace behind him, looking straight at the 
viewer, that is, exchanging glances. In the other painting done by Zuloaga, 
the philosopher is also sitting in a chair, his head shown in three-quarter 
view. On this oil painting, he has his hands crossed in his lap. However, in 
this representative portrait from 1935, which is now part of the collection 
at the Complutense University in Madrid, there is a pile of books in the 
background, instead of the royal palace. It is quite possible to see them 
as buildings or monuments. Moreover, eyeglasses are sticking out of his 
jacket pocket, while his hands rest on a book in his lap. The atmosphere in 
the paintings gives the impression that the philosopher is thinking about 
what he has read.

Attention should also be drawn to another portrait of Ortega, made 
by Joaquín Sorolla y Bastida (the names of the artist and subject are in 
the upper right corner). This portrait is held at the Hispanic Society of 
America Museum in New York, and it was painted approximately one year 
after Zuloaga’s first portrait. This painting also shows Ortega as a young 
man, in his mid-thirties. Just like Zuloaga’s latter portrait, this one is char-



A Portrait of Ortega y Gasset	 |  155

acterized by the motif of books, an iconographic detail indicating that 
the portrayed person is un homme de lettres. More precisely, a number of 
books are painted in the lower left corner of this composition. They are 
piled up on the desk at which Ortega is sitting. There is an open book in 
front of him, while he supports his head with his right hand in a posture 
of pensive mood. The whole painting looks very vibrant, which indicates 
the vigor of his reflections and the dynamics of the captured moment. Al-
though these descriptions I have provided are brief and inevitably lacking, 
the reader can imagine these portraits, just as they can look at them at any 
time, that is, look at their reproductions, if not the originals.

It is possible to imagine other instances of visual creations without 
seeing them first-hand. Preceding the aforementioned portraits, in 1912, 
Nadežda Petrović made a painting of Atanasijević, who was very young 
at the time. This oil on cardboard, now part of the Pavle Beljanski Me-
morial Collection in Novi Sad, is dominated by shades of blue, the color 
of contemplation, and the portrait shows Ksenija outdoors, in the snow, 
with an extravagant hat on her head. About five years following Petrović’s 
painting, Uroš Predić did another portrait of Atanasijević. In terms of its 
iconography and composition, this painting is similar to Sorolla’s portrait 
of Ortega, done at about the same time as Predić’s. Namely, the painted 
model is shown leaning upon the table, supporting her head with her 
right hand. She does not look out, but rather somewhere upwards, beyond 
the painting frame. Part of the Serbian Academy of Sciences and Arts Col-
lection, done in the style of academic realism, it draws on the humanist 
tradition in painting, the art of silence, although the painting was made 
after the one by Petrović (which follows the principles of a more modern 
style and contemporary poetics).

In her article on Ortega, Atanasijević refers to painters that the Span-
ish philosopher wrote about, such as Ignacio Zuloaga, also El Greco, Ve-
lázquez and Goya. All of them painted portraits that have a significant 
place in the history of art. Some of these portraits have even achieved ca-
nonical status, because the history of European painting would not be the 
same without them. In return, Ortega portrayed some of those painters 
in the form of essays and studies. In particular, he wrote at length and in 
detail about Velázquez, as well as about Goya. For a person who thought 
through language and devoted his life to letters, it is perhaps most well-
suited to be portrayed in words, so as to bring to life his personality and 
understand what he created.

Atanasijević’s text about Ortega saw the light of day the year after 
it was written. The article opens with a chapter that sets out Ortega’s 
intellectual biography. This section gives an account of the philosopher’s 
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education, his academic career, political and other activities, followed by 
his books and his writings in general, characterized by a great variety of 
topics. Atanasijević places particular emphasis on his philosophy of cul-
ture and his essays, and finally provides a conclusive appraisal of his work. 
Although a commendatory opinion prevails throughout, the article does 
not hold back from being critical. The penultimate paragraph of the first 
chapter is actually a late portrait of the philosopher, a description of the 
look on his face. This sentence, in its entirety, that is, this picture painted 
with words, gives off a rather dark atmosphere:

The last photographs of Ortega y Gasset show the elongated face 
of the philosopher, utterly worn-out by illness and all the trials 
and tribulations he endured in his life, with large, sunken, sad 
eyes (Atanasijević, 1967, p. 236).

It is indeed interesting to wonder what motivated Atanasijević to 
delve into Ortega’s philosophy and to write such a detailed and compre-
hensive article about him, to spend a significant portion of her time study-
ing his ideas. Why him, and not some other philosopher? First of all, both 
Ortega and Atanasijević were deeply interested in the topic of life itself, 
and human life in particular. In that respect, their theoretical positions 
are anthropological in nature. Both of them saw the opposition between 
the rational and the irrational in understanding of the world and the hu-
man being as an essential problem. The title of her article already makes 
it clear that humanism is something recognized as a fundamental value in 
the work of the thinker to whom the text is dedicated.

Their theoretical positions were shaped to a great extent as a sort 
of dialogue with vitalism, that is, with what this term encompasses. The 
question of the pre-rational in the process of apprehending the real should 
not be disregarded, but neither should the question of the structure and 
dynamics of human life. It is an open question whether reason is the basic 
principle according to which human beings actually behave and act. How-
ever, both thinkers believe that one must act in accordance with reason, 
that is, its postulates, in morality and politics alike. The author of the arti-
cle “Neither Vitalism nor Rationalism” claims that he has nothing against 
reason as such, but rather rationalism as a doctrine, its “blindness,” and 
argues that the rational and vital complement each other (Ortega y Gasset, 
2005, p. 722). In The Meaning and Value of Existence: Axiological Consid-
erations, we read that reason is the “regulatory principle of all life,” even 
if it is only a “secondary human power” (Atanasijević, 1968, p. 37). Life 
and instincts, that is, everything that is encompassed by the irrational, are 
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forces that the reason must reckon with. An individual can think over this 
and other phenomena from a personal perspective.

I would here like to elaborate three points that seems to me interest-
ing and significant.

1) A large portion of the text on Ortega’s writings is dedicated to the 
text “Silence, the Great Brahman.” There are certainly reasons why this 
essay, written in 1928, was given priority over many others. Some of his 
writings are not mentioned at all – it would surely be impossible to write 
about all of Ortega’s essays in a single paper, given that at least one en-
tire book would be needed for such a task – while others are referred to 
only through mention of certain places and observations, without exten-
sively examining them in detail. Such is the case with his essay “Medita-
tions on the Frame.”1 We can assume that there were two basic reasons for 
Atanasijević’s decision to comment on the essay “Silence, the Great Brah-
man” more extensively, although we can never be absolutely certain about 
what goes on in someone’s mind and what their motives are. The first rea-
son is that Atanasijević understood the merit of the essay itself, the quality 
of the ideas contained in it and the profoundness of its insights. We can 
see this by the praise explicitly given to this piece of writing. The second 
reason lies in the fact that Atanasijević also wrote about the phenomenon 
of silence herself. She did this in the second book of Philosophical Frag-
ments, which deals with questions belonging to the realm of ethics. There-
fore, it is obvious that both authors shared an opinion about the impor-
tance of this phenomenon, in the sense that it deserved to be the subject 
of careful examination.

Among other things, this Ortega’s essay deals with interpersonal re-
lationships and the need to refrain from saying certain things about other 
people. Over time, through contact with someone, what we observe and 
get to know about that person becomes settled in us, and these obser-
vations mostly remain unspoken. The extent of knowledge acquired and 
accumulated over time is proportional to the intensity and profoundness 
of the silence. “The more we know, the more we keep our silence and the 
more we isolate ourselves” (Ortega y Gasset, 2004a, p. 726). On the other 
hand, and more or less simultaneously, Atanasijević writes about the sig-

1	 At the beginning of this text, before focusing on a painting in a golden frame, vivid 
descriptions are given of two classical portraits, or rather photographs of those 
paintings, hanging on the wall in the room where the author writes his meditations. 
On these oils, that is, their reproductions, male and female figures are portrayed. 
Placed on opposite walls, these two portraits are apparently facing each other. At 
certain moments, it seems as if they are having a “silent dialogue” (Ortega y Gasset, 
2004b, p. 432).
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nificance of refraining from speaking. “One must keep quiet about things 
that are inconvenient to say, things that will be hurtful if spoken of, things 
that will be stupid to say” (Atanasijević, 1930, p. 114). It is the “politics of 
silence” she is speaking of in this place. In that regard, the position of the 
human being corresponds to that of a stone, that is, an inanimate thing in-
capable of speech. Needless to say, refraining from speech is not the same 
as silence, as the latter is not necessarily a consequence of the absence of 
someone’s words.

That not everything can or should be said to another person, despite 
or rather precisely because what we know about them keeps multiply-
ing and growing, is a matter of good taste. Refraining from saying what 
should be left unsaid – in Ortega’s opinion – is a social convention that 
ought to be followed. Atanasijević sees the attitude of keeping silent as 
a sign of nobility, that is, a way of keeping a healthy and tactful distance 
from the people surrounding us, in addition to the fact that this attitude 
brings inner peace and fullness of existence. What is the reason for keep-
ing silent? Atanasijević criticizes Ortega for not adding that “the crucial 
motive that drives us not to tell anyone anything of what we have learned 
about our fellow human beings: our fear of unfathomable and extreme-
ly unpleasant consequences we could face for such threatening honesty” 
(Atanasijević, 1967, p. 248) The civilizational framework in which we find 
ourselves “teaches and encourages us not to hurt each other” (Ortega y 
Gasset, 2004a, p. 723). However, there is no explicit mention of fear itself.

Atanasijević also focuses on the observation according to which what 
we know about another person also includes the way such person sees us. 
In that case, who is the author of the portrait we are looking at? Are we 
its creators or is it the person in whose behavior and acts directed at us 
we recognize the image of ourselves? Furthermore, Atanasijević translates 
and incorporates Ortega’s words on this matter in her article. She quotes 
his claim that “our personality is deformed in others” (Ortega y Gasset, 
2004a, p. 725). Atanasijević translates here the Spanish figura with the 
Serbian word ličnost. It is well-known that this word, which comes from 
Latin, also means an artistic representation of a human being. Moreover, 
the word idea, as used in the sentence “if I reveal to you the idea you have 
about me, you would be surprised...” was replaced by the word “image.” 
The figure, thus, becomes a personality, while the idea turns into an im-
age. In any case, the question remains to what extent it is possible to en-
ter inside the mind of another person. Intersubjective relations are a very 
complex matter.

Not everything deserves to be left unsaid. “We should abandon the 
method of keeping silence only when it is beneficial for us to make some-
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thing known. And there are such instances” (Atanasijević, 1930, p. 114). 
Ortega believes that there are certain individuals who should use the 
knowledge they gain about people they live with to make it known on 
principle. In his own words, “I believe that every man capable of medita-
tion should complement the books written within their profession with 
another kind, which would impart their knowledge about life” (Ortega y 
Gasset, 2004a, p. 725). Atanasijević’s Philosophical Fragments seem to be 
precisely such a book or something very akin to it. Composed of two vol-
umes, this book – although not only this one – is a sublimation of one 
person’s life experiences and insights, a written testimony about human 
nature, as seen from a personal perspective.

2) Silence and speech also permeate the world of art. When consider-
ing and describing their character, pieces of art and literature can generally 
be divided into silent ones and those that speak. Furthermore, ineffability 
is the feeling evoked by certain works of art due to their aesthetic or other 
qualities. The essay, “The Dehumanization of Art,” which is also examined 
by Atanasijević in detail, deals precisely with what certain works of art 
and literature from the early 20th century were saying to Ortega, including 
ones that are silent and whose qualities cannot be completely communi-
cated in words.

In his essay from 1925, Ortega observes that certain contemporary 
trends in art require special knowledge in order to be properly under-
stood, which is the reason why not everyone finds them communicable. 
An average person, or rather a person with insufficient education, remains 
“blind and deaf ” to the notion of “pure beauty” embodied in such works 
of art (Ortega y Gasset, 1968, p. 6). Of course, most people have healthy 
eyes and ears. The point of that metaphorical statement is that such peo-
ple are unable to understand what they see, read or hear when they en-
counter such works.

When it comes to the way artistic creations are usually perceived and 
experienced, it is necessary to become detached. According to Ortega’s 
pedagogy of seeing, the attitude needed to properly perceive more radical 
artistic creations of his time can be explained precisely in the case of por-
traits. When looking at a painting of a certain person, we should not im-
agine that we are seeing someone standing there in front of us “in person 
and see instead a portrait – that is, an image, a fiction” (Ortega y Gasset, 
1968, p. 10). In other words, it is the work of art itself that matters, as an 
inanimate and artificial object, despite its subject represented as if alive. 
From that point of view, the portrayed individual gives way to the portrait 
itself, the signified to the signifier.
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Indeed, it is quite possible to imagine someone’s portrait painted en-
tirely in abstract forms, in which the features of the portrayed person’s 
face are unrecognizable, just as other parts of their body or “living forms” 
in general. In such a case, the title of that composition could serve as an 
indication of what is represented on such painting and which genre it be-
longs to. The radical stance on the genre in question in the field of the 
visual is referred to in the following passage:

A traditional painter painting a portrait claims to have got hold 
of the real person when, in truth and at best, he has set down 
on the canvas a schematic selection, arbitrarily decided on by 
his mind, from the innumerable traits that make a living person. 
What if the painter changed his mind and decided to paint not 
the real person but his own idea, his pattern, of the person? In-
deed, in that case the portrait would be the truth and nothing but 
the truth, and failure would no longer be inevitable. In foregoing 
to emulate reality the painting becomes what it authentically is: 
an image, an unreality (Ortega y Gasset, 1968, p. 38).

Such a painting is a paradigm of what this essay is about. This extreme 
example is an illustration of what is referred to as ‘artistic art’. Ortega also 
calls it “new” or “young” art, an attribute that makes sense given that the 
philosopher was dealing with phenomena from the world of art occur-
ring at the time of writing. One should pause before naming something 
that still has not reached its final stage or exhausted itself, and even then, 
because the name is by itself a limitation of a given phenomenon, just as it 
serves to articulate and reveal it. When Atanasijević refers to those artistic 
tendencies, she calls them “modern art” in general, although Ortega does 
not mention this term in “The Dehumanization of Art.” Is it a good de-
termination of what is elaborated in the essay? Given that irony, abstrac-
tion and play are some of the main traits of stated works of art, perhaps 
it would be better to use the term ‘avant-garde’ instead as by comparison, 
modern art is a much broader notion.

Based on everything mentioned so far, it follows that, generally speak-
ing, seen from a certain historical distance, Atanasijević believed that mod-
ern art, which came before the avant-garde had not produced many works 
that had great aesthetic quality. She held the opinion that “there are so few 
things of true value in modern painting” (Atanasijević, 1967, p. 50). Her 
own portrait done by Nadežda Petrović also belonged to that painting ‘lan-
guage’. We cannot know for sure whether she really appreciated that work, 
and what she intimately thought of it, but bearing in mind what she said of 
‘modern painting’ in her text, we can assume that she was not referring to 
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Petrović’s artistic style. We cannot say beyond any doubt that Atanasijević 
was not inclined to radical experiments in art, but she did make some 
comments that were critical of such experiments.2 Be that as it may, works 
of art and literature have the ability to do away with pessimism and disap-
pointment in human achievements, or at least reduce such feelings.

Atanasijević does not only sing praises to Ortega’s insights and judg-
ments, given that she does not shy away from critique of one of his the-
ses. Namely, she is critical of the differentiation between two social groups 
when it comes to the question of “artistic art,” that is, between the intellec-
tual elite and the others who fall short of it. The example uses to illustrate 
this does not come from the world of visual arts, but it is applicable to it 
and other art forms as well. “This distinction made by Ortega is superfi-
cial and unrealistic, as evidenced by, among other things, the indisputable 
fact that both culturally and musically inclined people who have refined 
nerves are incapable of listening to those ultra-modern musical compo-
sitions” (Atanasijević, 1967, p. 50). However, it seems that her criticism 
is unfounded in this respect, although she was on the right track in her 
interpretation of his thinking. A more attentive reading of the paragraphs 
dealing with this problem suggests that her critical remark was unjusti-
fied. For the claim made by Ortega was not about whether or not someone 
enjoys such works of art, but whether or not they understand them. “It is 
not that the majority does not like the art of the young and the minority 
likes it, but that the majority, the masses, do not understand it” (Ortega 
y Gasset, 1968, pp. 5–6). Taste is largely a subjective category, something 
that has to do with the individual. The fact that someone is unfit to listen 
to a certain kind of musical composition because it is tiring, banal, boring, 
or absurd does not mean that they are unable to explain it theoretically.

3) One more thing needs to be pointed out. In his essay “The Dehu-
manization of Art” Ortega mentions a book written by Jean-Marie Guyau, 
whose name we encounter in the very opening sentence. Ortega highlights 
the significance of Art from a Sociological Point of View. In Guyau’s view, 
art is a representation of life. Works of art give form to life, fulfilling hu-
man existence, and they enhance the development of a sense of sociality. 

2	 In that vein, she commented specifically on the dramatic arts. Writing about the way 
that philosophy and science can give pleasure to our lives by imbuing us with knowl-
edge, she noted: “We could include in the same category the enjoyment of reading 
good books, as well as the performance of plays that are truly valuable (the latter 
surely cannot include those works where half-crazy characters and utter lunatics are 
given prominent place on stage, bombarding the unfortunate audience with a bar-
rage of ineptitudes!).” As regarding a certain positive effect of music, she has some 
reserves: “This, of course, does not apply at all to atonal and electronic music, from 
which only God can protect every sensitive soul” (Atanasijević, 1968, pp. 27, 32)!
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Thus, enjoying them has a purpose, which goes beyond the realm of pure-
ly artistic. In this vitalist philosophy, life does not refer to the ‘biological’, 
but rather the one through which mind and morality become manifest. 
Intuition and emotions provide the pathway to reach this realm.

Works of art are an expression of life in its individuality. The more 
articulated this idea is in its realization, the more powerful the art will 
be in its immediacy. Guyau elaborates on the motif individuum est inef-
fabile. Given that each and every individual is unique, it is impossible to 
subsume anyone under some general category, because there is always 
something remaining or missing, which makes them ineffable from such 
perspective. Therefore, the artist faces a difficult task, but still the artist 
has an advantage over the vocabulary of abstract discourse. Each work 
of art is actually a portrait of someone, although its creator has no pre-
cise knowledge about that someone in advance. The recipient connects 
the artistic object with their own experiences and thus becomes reflected 
in what is in front of them: “A work of art is always a kind of portrait, 
and looking at that portrait carefully, we recognize part of ourselves in it 
(Guyau, 1889, p. 17).

This philosopher is also present in Atanasijević’s writings. We have 
already talked about her Philosophical Fragments. Guyau’s name is also 
mentioned in this book. When considering the realm of art and not mo-
rality – although, in Guyau’s opinion, as already stated, aesthetics and eth-
ics are not radically separated, quite the opposite – Atanasijević mentions 
him in her unpublished lectures on aesthetics, that is, a manuscript that is 
now kept at the Serbian Orthodox Church Museum in Belgrade. Some of 
the pages of those lectures, which she gave at the Faculty of Philosophy in 
Belgrade, were written on the reverse side of invitation cards for the for-
mal reception held at the Bristol Hotel on the occasion of the Second In-
ternational Congress of Byzantine Studies in 1927, a fact which indicates 
that those notes were created approximately at the same time.

Among the topics discussed in those lectures was the question of 
principal division among different types of art. Atanasijević reminds us 
that the arts can be divided into spatial and temporal ones. She also men-
tions that there are “inorganic” arts, which is a determination also found 
in Art from a Sociological Point of View (Guyau, 1889, p. 16; Atanasijević, 
n.d., [p. 84]). Such arts are based only on sensations and do not express 
or create life in a strong sense. It is logical then that there are also ‘or-
ganic’ arts. Hierarchically speaking, the latter would be higher than the 
former, and they would include all art disciplines that are traditionally 
viewed as les beaux-arts. We should also mention that Guyau’s claim 
that art is an expression of “anthropomorphism” can also be found in 
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Atanasijević’s manuscript of lectures on aesthetics (Guyau, 1889, p. 23; 
Atanasijević, n.d., [p. 91]). Although works of art are inanimate things 
– as Atanasijević herself emphasized in another place – people in fact 
animate and personify them.

The idea that works of art are persons is supported in portraiture 
by the very fact that persons are represented through this art form. Of 
course, the subject of such artistic creation is not a necessary condition 
for its personification, but these examples are rather illustrative for un-
derstanding this more or less spontaneous act. There is probably no por-
trait that fully captures the individual it portrays. The question remains 
whether the comparison of several different paintings of the same person 
actually contributes to a more complete and faithful perception of them, 
in analogy with the procedure in which the essence of an object is reached 
through a series of variations.

The text “Humanist Thought of the Spanish Philosopher José Ortega 
y Gasset” certainly speaks about its author too. Bearing in mind the vol-
ume and thematic diversity of Ortega’s oeuvre, the selection made from 
such multitude of topics and problems that could be discussed inevitably 
reflects the personality and theoretical interests of Ksenija Atanasijević. 
The decision to include certain topics, that is, texts, and leave others out, 
is an indicative act.
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