
P
O

E
T

R
Y

, F
IL

M
, H

U
M

O
R

G
re

go
ri

o 
P

ri
et

o 
an

d 
F

ab
io

 B
ar

ra
cl

ou
gh

, 
U

n
ti

tl
ed

 (
H

oo
de

d 
M

an
 W

ea
ri

n
g 

a 
T

ie
),

 1
9

48
–5

0
 

POETRY, FILM, 
HUMOR

Narratives of Exception 
in the Years of Autarky

,



 
Presentation

The years around World War II, which was undoubtedly the most 
difficult phase of Franco’s dictatorship, also served as the back-
drop for the development of a new avant-garde culture in Spain. 
Its birth is traditionally cited by art historians as taking place  
between 1947 and 1948, when groups such as Dau al Set in Barce-
lona and Pórtico in Zaragoza appeared or resumed their activities. 
The persistence, even today, of certain attitudes and poetics char-
acteristic of that generation of artists as well as their extensive 
representation in the collection of the Museo Reina Sofía has 
made this period into one of the museum’s principal areas of 
research. As a result, it is essential for the museum to dig deeper 
in its analysis and critical (re)interpretation of this time.

With the restructuring and enlargement of the rooms  
devoted to this period, along with the present publication, the 
Museo Reina Sofía’s Collections Department seeks to signifi-
cantly broaden the investigative scope traditionally applied to 
the visual culture of this period in Spain’s recent history. On the 
basis of a rereading and recontextualization of materials in 
the collection, an attempt has been made to dismantle the lin-
ear, individual, and aseptic analysis of the artistic and cultural 
scene of those years and to shed light instead on their contradic-
tory and collective nature.

Due to the great complexity of this historical period, the 
scarcity of existing documentation, and the absence of a nar-
rative that would facilitate its comprehension, it became clear 
that there was a need to foster investigation of the period be-
yond the specific framework of the collection. One result of 
this was the temporary exhibition Campo cerrado. Arte y poder 
en la posguerra española, 1939–1953 (Closed Field: Art and Power in 
Postwar Spain, 1939–1953), held from April 27 to September 26, 
2016, and curated by María Dolores Jiménez-Blanco, which em-
ployed the same propositions and theoretical and methodologi-
cal objectives mentioned above to propose an overall critical 
examination of the early years of Francoism, with a very diverse 
selection of works and materials from both the museum’s own 
holdings and other collections and archives.

15

the survival of the avant-garde; there was transnational con-
tact, even in the years of full autarky, with Italian Metaphysical 
art and Hollywood cinema; there was a use of play and humor 
as transgressive forms of expression; there was a subterranean 
dialogue between what was considered “official art,” the prac-
tices and languages of the avant-garde, and popular cultural 
forms; and there was exile and its poetics, constructed with the 
line and the word.

This alternative reading of Spanish modernism is reflect-
ed in various essays in this volume. Pedro G. Romero’s “Silly 
Laughter” looks at humor as a strategy of cultural creation and 
experimentation in the years immediately after the Civil War. 
In “The Secret Room: Ambiguous Images in the 1940s,” Patricia 
Molins addresses the topic of secrecy and the theatricalization 
of life as a social and cultural constant of the decade. Jaume 
Pont’s essay focuses on the avant-garde tradition that gave form 
to Postism, emphasizing the interrelations between this practice 
and the plastic arts. Jo Labanyi explores the tensions between 
art cinema and popular film during this period, which gave rise 
to surprisingly sophisticated productions, one of whose con-
stant features was cinematic self-reflexivity. Salvador Albiñana 
focuses on the publications of the Spaniards exiled in Mexico to 
propose a key ontology of the “transposed exile,” one developed 
through words and communication. Also included in this book 
are two central case studies. The first is José Luis Rodríguez 
de la Flor’s analysis of the collage covers designed by Enrique 
Herreros for the magazine La Codorniz, a paradigm of the rela-
tionship between languages with an avant-garde origin and the 
essentially popular magazine culture, while the second study 
focuses on José Ortiz Echagüe’s photographs of castles, investi-
gating their symptomatic production of a glorious and ruinous 
landscape, part of a search for an idealized past upon which to 
project a violent present.

Poetry, Film, and Humor: Narratives of Exception in the Years 
of Autarky thus deals with the early 1940s. From then on, a rather 
better known cultural production started to develop, perhaps be-
cause after the period from 1939 to 1946, the years of “exception” 
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following the Civil War, the tools of art history were once again 
sufficiently well honed to understand, assimilate, and system-
atize this production. The autonomy of art, aesthetic quality, and 
the authorship of an individual and unique artist are conceptual 
structures that function differently within the approach to artis-
tic culture we are proposing here. In this group, we also include 
the publications of the first wave of exiled Spaniards, concentrat-
ing on those produced in Mexico because of this country’s fun-
damental role in providing shelter for Spain’s vanquished. The 
exceptional nature of that moment outside space and time allows 
us to trace interesting relationships between the cultural produc-
tion on both sides of the Atlantic. There is no doubt that publi-
cations played an essential role for the exiled, starting on the 
very ship that was carrying the fugitives to the “New World,” 
the Sinaia, and proliferating once they had gone ashore to con-
stitute documents fundamental to understanding the culture 
in exile. Magazines, collections, books, and pamphlets were a 
means of communication, experience, and debate in the absence 
of the national space from which they had been expelled. Their 
ephemeral, multiple, collective, and interdisciplinary character 
defines both the publications and the group, and we now retrieve 
them as material of high artistic, cultural, social, and political 
value. As Mari Paz Balibrea stresses in her book Tiempo de exilio, 
the temporality and spatiality of exile must be problematized 
because it bears no relation to the classic linearity of the history 
that has governed the study of modernity, but on the contrary 
presents a circularity, a centrifugal movement, since the future 
for the exiled consisted largely of the past.4 It is on the basis of 
the written, designed, and illustrated page that we vindicate the 
artistic production of the diaspora.

In continuity with the structures, requirements, and objec-
tives that took shape during the Civil War, we find that fairly 
sophisticated artistic practices were imbued with a propaganda 

4 Mari Paz Balibrea, Tiempo de exilio. Una mirada crítica a la modernidad 
española desde el pensamiento republicano en el exilio (Barcelona: Monte-
sinos, 2007), 88.
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others, using trickery and concealment, and is inscribed with-
in many everyday activities, such as talking, reading, moving 
about, shopping, or cooking.1 In this context, the ones that have 
interested us during this investigation have included reading a 
magazine, taking or using a photograph, and watching a film. 
These “tactics” chip away at hegemonies through negotiation or 
dissimulation, and form part, as James C. Scott emphasizes, of 
“hidden transcripts.”2 According to Scott, these are forms of dis-
creet resistance that resort to indirect means of expression and 
are closely connected with disguise. They form “the infrapoli-
tics of the powerless,” a set of attitudes and positions adopted by 
the weak with respect to power that make use of cultural forms 
regarded as “innocuous,” such as songs, jokes, rumors, curses, 
accusations, insults, or manifestations of individual or collec-
tive anger proper to the “dissident subculture.”3 To locate this 
“infrapolitics” in the sphere of culture, it is essential to attend 
first to its reception, since it is not a question merely of artists’ 
intentions and discourses but also of the way in which cultural 
artifacts are used, as people will tend to project their own in-
terests onto them through reappropriation or resignification. 
Secondly, the focus of study must be shifted onto materials pre-
viously ignored in official artistic discourse. It is through this 
“hidden transcript,” or “veiled discourse,” that new light can be 
shed on the period. Therefore, in this survey we have examined 
not only the creation of culture but also the role played by cul-
tural and artistic practices in people’s lives during the early years 
of Franco’s regime.

On this theoretical basis, the critical study undertaken has 
analyzed those other materials to reveal the multiple sightlines 
existing in the artistic culture of the 1940s. There were conti-
nuities with the visual arts of the previous decade, including 

1 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendall 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1988), xvii–xix.

2 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts 
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1990), 2–4.

3 Ibid., xiii, 21–22.
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An Encrypted History: 
Approaches to the Artistic 
Practices of Postwar Spain 

Rosario Peiró and María Rosón

There is considerable complexity involved in examining the ar-
tistic and visual culture of the early years of Franco’s dictatorship 
through the material and expository discourse of the collection 
of the Museo Reina Sofía. Beyond all doubt, the first phase of 
Francoism was a dark time of violence and repression. After a 
bloody civil war, the country lay devastated and in ruins. The vic-
tory of Franco’s army caused large numbers of people to flee into 
exile, including many of the intellectuals and cultural luminaries 
of the day. Of those who remained, several were subjected to vari-
ous degrees of “purging,” while others had to hide who they had 
been before the war, and so embarked on processes of conceal-
ment and social camouflage. Some, despite sympathizing more 
or less overtly with the victors, were similarly unable to return 
completely to the life they had led before the conflict. Through an 
authoritarian regime reliant on censorship, the various powers of 
the “New Spain” tried to impose a rigid social and cultural order 
based in the early years on militarism and the fascist ideology, 
and later on “National Catholicism.” This meant a huge loss of 
hard-won rights and a massive privation of liberties.

Nevertheless, it is our belief that this attempt to impose a 
totalitarian regime was not a complete success, for, as Michel de 
Certeau says, there is generally room in people’s lives for self-
determination, negotiation, mistrust, and “tactics.” Set against 
the “strategy” of the powerful, de Certeau suggests, is “tactics,” 
defined as “ways of operating” by those who lack power, and 
who are in constant movement because they are on foreign ter-
rain, for “the place of a tactic belongs to the other.” Understood 
as the art of the weak, tactics take advantage of the strength of 
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While the Campo cerrado exhibition offered an overview of 
that period, the goal now is to focus in on and dissect its “pariah” 
and “bastard” side. It is a facet that is essential to understanding 
this period, as there developed in parallel to a more or less aca-
demic art with traditional formats a number of heterogeneous 
and often collective proposals—somewhere between literature, 
theater, art, and performance—that attached more importance 
to immediate experience than to their own permanence. It is 
precisely the representations and productions that emerged 
from this exceptional space of hybridity and contamination, the 
“other” materials—film, photography, propaganda, magazines, 
cartoons, books—that we wish to explore in this new presenta-
tion of the collection.

Manuel Borja-Villel and Rosario Peiró
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following the Civil War, the tools of art history were once again 
sufficiently well honed to understand, assimilate, and system-
atize this production. The autonomy of art, aesthetic quality, and 
the authorship of an individual and unique artist are conceptual 
structures that function differently within the approach to artis-
tic culture we are proposing here. In this group, we also include 
the publications of the first wave of exiled Spaniards, concentrat-
ing on those produced in Mexico because of this country’s fun-
damental role in providing shelter for Spain’s vanquished. The 
exceptional nature of that moment outside space and time allows 
us to trace interesting relationships between the cultural produc-
tion on both sides of the Atlantic. There is no doubt that publi-
cations played an essential role for the exiled, starting on the 
very ship that was carrying the fugitives to the “New World,” 
the Sinaia, and proliferating once they had gone ashore to con-
stitute documents fundamental to understanding the culture 
in exile. Magazines, collections, books, and pamphlets were a 
means of communication, experience, and debate in the absence 
of the national space from which they had been expelled. Their 
ephemeral, multiple, collective, and interdisciplinary character 
defines both the publications and the group, and we now retrieve 
them as material of high artistic, cultural, social, and political 
value. As Mari Paz Balibrea stresses in her book Tiempo de exilio, 
the temporality and spatiality of exile must be problematized 
because it bears no relation to the classic linearity of the history 
that has governed the study of modernity, but on the contrary 
presents a circularity, a centrifugal movement, since the future 
for the exiled consisted largely of the past.

4
 It is on the basis of 

the written, designed, and illustrated page that we vindicate the 
artistic production of the diaspora.

In continuity with the structures, requirements, and objec-
tives that took shape during the Civil War, we find that fairly 
sophisticated artistic practices were imbued with a propaganda 

4
 Mari Paz Balibrea, Tiempo de exilio. Una mirada crítica a la modernidad 
española desde el pensamiento republicano en el exilio (Barcelona: Monte-
sinos, 2007), 88.
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While the Campo cerrado exhibition offered an overview of 
that period, the goal now is to focus in on and dissect its “pariah” 
and “bastard” side. It is a facet that is essential to understanding 
this period, as there developed in parallel to a more or less aca-
demic art with traditional formats a number of heterogeneous 
and often collective proposals—somewhere between literature, 
theater, art, and performance—that attached more importance 
to immediate experience than to their own permanence. It is 
precisely the representations and productions that emerged 
from this exceptional space of hybridity and contamination, the 
“other” materials—film, photography, propaganda, magazines, 
cartoons, books—that we wish to explore in this new presenta-
tion of the collection.
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following the Civil War, the tools of art history were once again 
sufficiently well honed to understand, assimilate, and system-
atize this production. The autonomy of art, aesthetic quality, and 
the authorship of an individual and unique artist are conceptual 
structures that function differently within the approach to artis-
tic culture we are proposing here. In this group, we also include 
the publications of the first wave of exiled Spaniards, concentrat-
ing on those produced in Mexico because of this country’s fun-
damental role in providing shelter for Spain’s vanquished. The 
exceptional nature of that moment outside space and time allows 
us to trace interesting relationships between the cultural produc-
tion on both sides of the Atlantic. There is no doubt that publi-
cations played an essential role for the exiled, starting on the 
very ship that was carrying the fugitives to the “New World,” 
the Sinaia, and proliferating once they had gone ashore to con-
stitute documents fundamental to understanding the culture 
in exile. Magazines, collections, books, and pamphlets were a 
means of communication, experience, and debate in the absence 
of the national space from which they had been expelled. Their 
ephemeral, multiple, collective, and interdisciplinary character 
defines both the publications and the group, and we now retrieve 
them as material of high artistic, cultural, social, and political 
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the temporality and spatiality of exile must be problematized 
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that has governed the study of modernity, but on the contrary 
presents a circularity, a centrifugal movement, since the future 
for the exiled consisted largely of the past.
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Presentation

The years around World War II, which was undoubtedly the most 
difficult phase of Franco’s dictatorship, also served as the back-
drop for the development of a new avant-garde culture in Spain. 
Its birth is traditionally cited by art historians as taking place  
between 1947 and 1948, when groups such as Dau al Set in Barce-
lona and Pórtico in Zaragoza appeared or resumed their activities. 
The persistence, even today, of certain attitudes and poetics char-
acteristic of that generation of artists as well as their extensive 
representation in the collection of the Museo Reina Sofía has 
made this period into one of the museum’s principal areas of 
research. As a result, it is essential for the museum to dig deeper 
in its analysis and critical (re)interpretation of this time.

With the restructuring and enlargement of the rooms  
devoted to this period, along with the present publication, the 
Museo Reina Sofía’s Collections Department seeks to signifi-
cantly broaden the investigative scope traditionally applied to 
the visual culture of this period in Spain’s recent history. On the 
basis of a rereading and recontextualization of materials in 
the collection, an attempt has been made to dismantle the lin-
ear, individual, and aseptic analysis of the artistic and cultural 
scene of those years and to shed light instead on their contradic-
tory and collective nature.

Due to the great complexity of this historical period, the 
scarcity of existing documentation, and the absence of a nar-
rative that would facilitate its comprehension, it became clear 
that there was a need to foster investigation of the period be-
yond the specific framework of the collection. One result of 
this was the temporary exhibition Campo cerrado. Arte y poder 
en la posguerra española, 1939–1953 (Closed Field: Art and Power in 
Postwar Spain, 1939–1953), held from April 27 to September 26, 
2016, and curated by María Dolores Jiménez-Blanco, which em-
ployed the same propositions and theoretical and methodologi-
cal objectives mentioned above to propose an overall critical 
examination of the early years of Francoism, with a very diverse 
selection of works and materials from both the museum’s own 
holdings and other collections and archives.

15

the survival of the avant-garde; there was transnational con-
tact, even in the years of full autarky, with Italian Metaphysical 
art and Hollywood cinema; there was a use of play and humor 
as transgressive forms of expression; there was a subterranean 
dialogue between what was considered “official art,” the prac-
tices and languages of the avant-garde, and popular cultural 
forms; and there was exile and its poetics, constructed with the 
line and the word.

This alternative reading of Spanish modernism is reflect-
ed in various essays in this volume. Pedro G. Romero’s “Silly 
Laughter” looks at humor as a strategy of cultural creation and 
experimentation in the years immediately after the Civil War. 
In “The Secret Room: Ambiguous Images in the 1940s,” Patricia 
Molins addresses the topic of secrecy and the theatricalization 
of life as a social and cultural constant of the decade. Jaume 
Pont’s essay focuses on the avant-garde tradition that gave form 
to Postism, emphasizing the interrelations between this practice 
and the plastic arts. Jo Labanyi explores the tensions between 
art cinema and popular film during this period, which gave rise 
to surprisingly sophisticated productions, one of whose con-
stant features was cinematic self-reflexivity. Salvador Albiñana 
focuses on the publications of the Spaniards exiled in Mexico to 
propose a key ontology of the “transposed exile,” one developed 
through words and communication. Also included in this book 
are two central case studies. The first is José Luis Rodríguez 
de la Flor’s analysis of the collage covers designed by Enrique 
Herreros for the magazine La Codorniz, a paradigm of the rela-
tionship between languages with an avant-garde origin and the 
essentially popular magazine culture, while the second study 
focuses on José Ortiz Echagüe’s photographs of castles, investi-
gating their symptomatic production of a glorious and ruinous 
landscape, part of a search for an idealized past upon which to 
project a violent present.

Poetry, Film, and Humor: Narratives of Exception in the Years 
of Autarky thus deals with the early 1940s. From then on, a rather 
better known cultural production started to develop, perhaps be-
cause after the period from 1939 to 1946, the years of “exception” 
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others, using trickery and concealment, and is inscribed with-
in many everyday activities, such as talking, reading, moving 
about, shopping, or cooking.

1
 In this context, the ones that have 

interested us during this investigation have included reading a 
magazine, taking or using a photograph, and watching a film. 
These “tactics” chip away at hegemonies through negotiation or 
dissimulation, and form part, as James C. Scott emphasizes, of 
“hidden transcripts.”

2
 According to Scott, these are forms of dis-

creet resistance that resort to indirect means of expression and 
are closely connected with disguise. They form “the infrapoli-
tics of the powerless,” a set of attitudes and positions adopted by 
the weak with respect to power that make use of cultural forms 
regarded as “innocuous,” such as songs, jokes, rumors, curses, 
accusations, insults, or manifestations of individual or collec-
tive anger proper to the “dissident subculture.”

3
 To locate this 

“infrapolitics” in the sphere of culture, it is essential to attend 
first to its reception, since it is not a question merely of artists’ 
intentions and discourses but also of the way in which cultural 
artifacts are used, as people will tend to project their own in-
terests onto them through reappropriation or resignification. 
Secondly, the focus of study must be shifted onto materials pre-
viously ignored in official artistic discourse. It is through this 
“hidden transcript,” or “veiled discourse,” that new light can be 
shed on the period. Therefore, in this survey we have examined 
not only the creation of culture but also the role played by cul-
tural and artistic practices in people’s lives during the early years 
of Franco’s regime.

On this theoretical basis, the critical study undertaken has 
analyzed those other materials to reveal the multiple sightlines 
existing in the artistic culture of the 1940s. There were conti-
nuities with the visual arts of the previous decade, including 

1
 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendall 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1988), xvii–xix.

2
 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts 
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1990), 2–4.

3
 Ibid., xiii, 21–22.
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There is considerable complexity involved in examining the ar-
tistic and visual culture of the early years of Franco’s dictatorship 
through the material and expository discourse of the collection 
of the Museo Reina Sofía. Beyond all doubt, the first phase of 
Francoism was a dark time of violence and repression. After a 
bloody civil war, the country lay devastated and in ruins. The vic-
tory of Franco’s army caused large numbers of people to flee into 
exile, including many of the intellectuals and cultural luminaries 
of the day. Of those who remained, several were subjected to vari-
ous degrees of “purging,” while others had to hide who they had 
been before the war, and so embarked on processes of conceal-
ment and social camouflage. Some, despite sympathizing more 
or less overtly with the victors, were similarly unable to return 
completely to the life they had led before the conflict. Through an 
authoritarian regime reliant on censorship, the various powers of 
the “New Spain” tried to impose a rigid social and cultural order 
based in the early years on militarism and the fascist ideology, 
and later on “National Catholicism.” This meant a huge loss of 
hard-won rights and a massive privation of liberties.

Nevertheless, it is our belief that this attempt to impose a 
totalitarian regime was not a complete success, for, as Michel de 
Certeau says, there is generally room in people’s lives for self-
determination, negotiation, mistrust, and “tactics.” Set against 
the “strategy” of the powerful, de Certeau suggests, is “tactics,” 
defined as “ways of operating” by those who lack power, and 
who are in constant movement because they are on foreign ter-
rain, for “the place of a tactic belongs to the other.” Understood 
as the art of the weak, tactics take advantage of the strength of 
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others, using trickery and concealment, and is inscribed with-
in many everyday activities, such as talking, reading, moving 
about, shopping, or cooking.1 In this context, the ones that have 
interested us during this investigation have included reading a 
magazine, taking or using a photograph, and watching a film. 
These “tactics” chip away at hegemonies through negotiation or 
dissimulation, and form part, as James C. Scott emphasizes, of 
“hidden transcripts.”2 According to Scott, these are forms of dis-
creet resistance that resort to indirect means of expression and 
are closely connected with disguise. They form “the infrapoli-
tics of the powerless,” a set of attitudes and positions adopted by 
the weak with respect to power that make use of cultural forms 
regarded as “innocuous,” such as songs, jokes, rumors, curses, 
accusations, insults, or manifestations of individual or collec-
tive anger proper to the “dissident subculture.”3 To locate this 
“infrapolitics” in the sphere of culture, it is essential to attend 
first to its reception, since it is not a question merely of artists’ 
intentions and discourses but also of the way in which cultural 
artifacts are used, as people will tend to project their own in-
terests onto them through reappropriation or resignification. 
Secondly, the focus of study must be shifted onto materials pre-
viously ignored in official artistic discourse. It is through this 
“hidden transcript,” or “veiled discourse,” that new light can be 
shed on the period. Therefore, in this survey we have examined 
not only the creation of culture but also the role played by cul-
tural and artistic practices in people’s lives during the early years 
of Franco’s regime.

On this theoretical basis, the critical study undertaken has 
analyzed those other materials to reveal the multiple sightlines 
existing in the artistic culture of the 1940s. There were conti-
nuities with the visual arts of the previous decade, including 

1 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven Rendall 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1988), xvii–xix.

2 James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts 
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1990), 2–4.

3 Ibid., xiii, 21–22.
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The persistence, even today, of certain attitudes and poetics char-
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made this period into one of the museum’s principal areas of 
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basis of a rereading and recontextualization of materials in 
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the survival of the avant-garde; there was transnational con-
tact, even in the years of full autarky, with Italian Metaphysical 
art and Hollywood cinema; there was a use of play and humor 
as transgressive forms of expression; there was a subterranean 
dialogue between what was considered “official art,” the prac-
tices and languages of the avant-garde, and popular cultural 
forms; and there was exile and its poetics, constructed with the 
line and the word.

This alternative reading of Spanish modernism is reflect-
ed in various essays in this volume. Pedro G. Romero’s “Silly 
Laughter” looks at humor as a strategy of cultural creation and 
experimentation in the years immediately after the Civil War. 
In “The Secret Room: Ambiguous Images in the 1940s,” Patricia 
Molins addresses the topic of secrecy and the theatricalization 
of life as a social and cultural constant of the decade. Jaume 
Pont’s essay focuses on the avant-garde tradition that gave form 
to Postism, emphasizing the interrelations between this practice 
and the plastic arts. Jo Labanyi explores the tensions between 
art cinema and popular film during this period, which gave rise 
to surprisingly sophisticated productions, one of whose con-
stant features was cinematic self-reflexivity. Salvador Albiñana 
focuses on the publications of the Spaniards exiled in Mexico to 
propose a key ontology of the “transposed exile,” one developed 
through words and communication. Also included in this book 
are two central case studies. The first is José Luis Rodríguez 
de la Flor’s analysis of the collage covers designed by Enrique 
Herreros for the magazine La Codorniz, a paradigm of the rela-
tionship between languages with an avant-garde origin and the 
essentially popular magazine culture, while the second study 
focuses on José Ortiz Echagüe’s photographs of castles, investi-
gating their symptomatic production of a glorious and ruinous 
landscape, part of a search for an idealized past upon which to 
project a violent present.

Poetry, Film, and Humor: Narratives of Exception in the Years 
of Autarky thus deals with the early 1940s. From then on, a rather 
better known cultural production started to develop, perhaps be-
cause after the period from 1939 to 1946, the years of “exception” 
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following the Civil War, the tools of art history were once again 
sufficiently well honed to understand, assimilate, and system-
atize this production. The autonomy of art, aesthetic quality, and 
the authorship of an individual and unique artist are conceptual 
structures that function differently within the approach to artis-
tic culture we are proposing here. In this group, we also include 
the publications of the first wave of exiled Spaniards, concentrat-
ing on those produced in Mexico because of this country’s fun-
damental role in providing shelter for Spain’s vanquished. The 
exceptional nature of that moment outside space and time allows 
us to trace interesting relationships between the cultural produc-
tion on both sides of the Atlantic. There is no doubt that publi-
cations played an essential role for the exiled, starting on the 
very ship that was carrying the fugitives to the “New World,” 
the Sinaia, and proliferating once they had gone ashore to con-
stitute documents fundamental to understanding the culture 
in exile. Magazines, collections, books, and pamphlets were a 
means of communication, experience, and debate in the absence 
of the national space from which they had been expelled. Their 
ephemeral, multiple, collective, and interdisciplinary character 
defines both the publications and the group, and we now retrieve 
them as material of high artistic, cultural, social, and political 
value. As Mari Paz Balibrea stresses in her book Tiempo de exilio, 
the temporality and spatiality of exile must be problematized 
because it bears no relation to the classic linearity of the history 
that has governed the study of modernity, but on the contrary 
presents a circularity, a centrifugal movement, since the future 
for the exiled consisted largely of the past.4 It is on the basis of 
the written, designed, and illustrated page that we vindicate the 
artistic production of the diaspora.

In continuity with the structures, requirements, and objec-
tives that took shape during the Civil War, we find that fairly 
sophisticated artistic practices were imbued with a propaganda 

4 Mari Paz Balibrea, Tiempo de exilio. Una mirada crítica a la modernidad 
española desde el pensamiento republicano en el exilio (Barcelona: Monte-
sinos, 2007), 88.
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include its revelation as performative action, as Miguel Molina 
Alarcón has pointed out.

17
 These experiments are a sign of those 

forms of everyday resistance we spoke of at the start of this essay, 
given their nature as a semi-clandestine and improvised ritual. 
As a festivity and as a comic and parodic rite based on the use of 
masks and disguises, the “Postist nuptials” can be understood as 
part of the carnivalesque culture theorized by Mikhail Bakhtin 
and based on a notion of an “upside-down world.”

18

One of the most representative products of Postism, and  
a recent acquisition for the museum’s collection, is surely the Libro 
clave para el pájaro de la nieve. Un gran libro de nuestro tiempo (Key 
Book for the Snow Bird: A Great Book of Our Time). This is a “col-
lage novel” by Eduardo Chicharro with “illustrations/stimulus” 

17
 The poems can be heard on the double audio CD Ruidos y susurros de las 
vanguardias, 1909–1945 (Valencia: Allegro Records, 2004). This was the 
result of research carried out by the Laboratory of Intermedia Creations 
(LCI) of the Facultad de Bellas Artes de San Carlos, Universidad Poli-
técnica de Valencia. We wish to thank Miguel Molina Alarcón for his 
generous help with research into postwar sound recordings.

18
 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iswolsky (Bloom-
ington: Indiana University Press, 1984).
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function, clearly political in character and produced within what 
we may perceive as the cultural officialdom of early Francoism, 
of which the Falangist sector was in charge. This production 
contrasts and enters into dialogue with that created during the 
war on the Republican side, one of whose principal protago-
nists was Josep Renau. He is well represented in the collection 
of the Museo Reina Sofía through his political posters and his 
work as a photomontagist in the pavilion of the Spanish Republic 
at the 1937 International Exposition in Paris. The artistic and 
cultural propaganda program implemented from the outset of 
the conflict by the Popular Front was coherent and very effec-
tive, but it was not free of tensions. To counter this, from 1938 the 
Falangists began to organize themselves into a structure within 
the Ministry of the Interior, promulgated by its director Ramón 
Serrano Suñer, which heavily prioritized Falangist principles for 
the creation of a modern mass propaganda, with a search for a 
system that “would take in all expressions of culture in a totali-
tarian fashion.”5 Within this structure was the Delegation for 
Press and Propaganda, which functioned until 1941. Its director 
general, Dionisio Ridruejo, was one of the masterminds behind 
the design and production of this fascist “total propaganda.”

Within this delegation was the Department of Fine Arts, di-
rected by the painter, illustrator, and poster artist Juan Cabanas, 
and made up of José Caballero, José Romero Escassi, Pedro 
Pruna, and Manuel Contreras.6 Other significant collaborators 
were Domingo Viladomat, Luis Feduchi, Manuel Augusto García 
Viñolas, Luis Rosales, Antonio Tovar, and Rafael Gil. The depart-
ment took care of the design and execution of the delegation’s 
propaganda through books, posters, murals, leaflets, and peri-
odical publications, as well as the announcement and installation 

5 Aleix Purcet Gregori and Juan Alonso Fernández, “Fascismo, guerra y 
fotografía: la mirada de la nueva España,” 5, paper presented at Girona 
2014: Archivos e Industrias Culturales, Girona, October 11–15, 2014; 
available online at http://www.girona.cat/web/ica2014/ponents/textos/
id22.pdf (accessed December 4, 2016).

6 Ángel Llorente, Arte e ideología en el franquismo (1936–1951) (Madrid: Visor, 
1995), 92.
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atracciones,28 Juan Eduardo Cirlot describes them not so much as 
spaces of freedom, as they were for some artists before the war, 
but as initiatory voyages composed “of dangerous, magical rites, 
even if the danger was fictional.”29 Such an experience was an-
chored in the terrible reality of the postwar years, for as Molins 
points out, the fairground attractions described are remarkably 
similar to the detention and torture centers known as checas. It 
was Agustí Centelles who was put in charge of the graphic part of 
Ferias y atracciones in 1950. The very year the book was published, 
Centelles was condemned by the Special Court for the Repres-
sion of Masonry and Communism to twelve years and one day 
of imprisonment, together with disqualification from holding 
any government office or position of trust.30 The photographer 
had returned to Spain in 1944 from exile in France, where he had 
been interned for some months in the concentration camps of 
Argelès-sur-Mer and Bram (which he photographed extensively). 
After 1947, Centelles devoted himself to photography once more 
in Barcelona, though, because he was barred from photojournal-
ism, he was restricted to commercial work.31 It was probably be-
tween 1948 and 1950 that he prepared the series of photographs 
for Ferias y atracciones.32

Bearing this context in mind, the book’s photographs are, 
if anything, more phantasmagorical still. Some deal directly 
with the actions and settings of horror. All this surely reflects a 
malaise with the present and a need for answers, and this type 
of experience may also have helped many people to carry out the 

28 Juan Eduardo Cirlot, with Agustí Centelles (photography), Ferias y atrac-
ciones (Barcelona: Argos, 1950).

29 Patricia Molins, “Surrealismo: el fantasma en el armario,” in Campo 
cerrado, ed. Jiménez-Blanco, 76 (English: “Surrealism: The Ghost in 
the Wardrobe,” 367).

30 Rocío Alcalá, “Agustí Centelles: Una vida entre luces y sombras,” in Centelles 
>in edit ¡oh! (Madrid: Ministerio de Cultura, 2011), 36. The sentence was 
finally commuted to six years and one day of imprisonment, with the 
further attenuation of home arrest.

31 Ibid., 36.
32 All the work done for Argos Vergara has been lost. Octavi Centelles Martí 

asserts that neither the negatives nor the positives are extant.
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by de Ory (which can be linked to those by Enrique Herreros); the 
abstraction of the prints by Francisco Nieva; and the figurative 
Surrealism of Nanda Papiri, with her fantastic and imaginary 
animals bursting with infinite form or composed of bodiless 
heads, which have to do not only with the hidden and the uncon-
scious but also with the world of childhood.

Play was essential to Postist proposals. On the one hand, 
they were thus able to recognize the importance to them of their 
childhood, the most uninhibited phase of life, connected with 
a supposedly intact capacity for imagination and creativity. 
Drawings by Chicharro and Papiri’s children, for example, 
were shown at exhibitions organized by the group. On the other 
hand, however, their interest in the ludic was not merely playful, 
since it was recognized as an experimental exercise and an in-
trinsic part of the creative process. In festive ceremonies called 
“Postist nuptials,” consisting of various ludic and artistic oc-
currences, there would be a recital of the Poemas primitivos para 
ángeles (Primitive Poems for Angels) by the philo-Postist Jesús 
Juan Garcés, broadening its interpretation as a phonetic poem to 
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by Nieva. With its roots in the avant-garde, it clearly points toward 
the collaborative creative practices of the Dadaists and Surreal-
ists. The unpublished novel, described by Nieva as “fantastic 
realism,” followed a creative method similar to that of Raymond 
Roussel in Locus Solus and Impressions of Africa.

19
 It consists of a 

handwritten notebook with ink drawings, cuttings, and annota-
tions. The notebook is composed in such a way that it is read first 
from left to right until the back cover is reached, then turned over 
and continued in the opposite direction. This demonstrates the 
playful and labyrinthine mentality in search of the absurd, more 
prone to circular than to linear proceedings, which characterized 
the Postist spirit. Formally, it is clearly influenced by the collages 
of Max Ernst compiled in Une semaine de bonté ou Les sept éléments 
capitaux (A Week of Kindness or the Seven Deadly Elements, 
1934), which were shown at the Exposición de composiciones supra-
realistas de Max Ernst (Exhibition of Supra-Realist Compositions 
by Max Ernst) held in 1936 at the Museo Nacional de Arte Moder-
no in Madrid, a show that set the course for postwar Surrealism 
in Spain. Enrique Herreros also visited it and, like Adriano del 

19
 Jaume Pont, El Postismo. Un movimiento estético-literario de vanguardia 
(Barcelona: Edicions del Mall, 1987), 49.
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of its exhibitions and events.7 Within this setup, there was also a 
photography section run by the photographer José Compte.8 He 
was one of the most singular and modern-minded of the photog-
raphers who contributed to Francoist propaganda, and his work 
featured heavily in the pages of Vértice, which also published 
work by Cabanas, Caballero, Viladomat, Carlos Sáenz de Tejada, 
and Teodoro and Álvaro Delgado under the artistic direction of 
Tono (Antonio de Lara). Vértice, a Falangist magazine born in the 
middle of the Civil War (1937–46), combative in intent but techni-
cally of good quality as well as expensive, thus became one of the 
landmarks in the visual production of early Francoism, with ar-
resting graphics and an exquisite design.9 From the disquietingly 
dreamlike covers by Caballero to the meticulous photo essays by 
Compte, the style had its roots in the avant-garde, with composi-
tions based on diagonals, close-ups, and low-angle shots. This is 

7 Mónica Vázquez Astorga, “Celebraciones de masa con significado polí-
tico: los ceremoniales proyectados desde el departamento de plástica en 
los años de la guerra civil española,” Artigrama, no. 19 (2004): 202.

8 Purcet Gregori and Alonso Fernández, “Fascismo, guerra y fotografía,” 5.
9 José Ángel Ascunce Arrieta, “Ideologisation Tools in the Press during 

Franco’s Early Years: Vértice as an Example,” in Magazines, Modernity and 
War, ed. Jordana Mendelson (Madrid: MNCARS, 2008), 171.
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Postist magazines. Those poems, one of which was entitled 
“Sepulcro micénico” (Mycenaean Tomb), were ultimately never 
published. Only the author’s signature appeared on the attrac-
tive collage page of La Cerbatana dedicated to Postist sympathiz-
ers, eloquently entitled “Nuestros amigos esos locos” (Those 
Madmen, Our Friends). This infuriated Cirlot, who sent another 
letter (dated May 4, 1945), which began, “Accursed monsters, in-
famous cerbatanarios!” Published in that same issue of the mag-
azine was a fragment of Diario de un loco (Diary of a Madman), 
with the subtitle Venus supernegra (Superblack Venus), by Carlos 
Edmundo de Ory.27

Madness, in its connection with the irrational, had strong 
links with the obscure, the archaic, the occult, the arcane, the 
spiritual, the Egyptian world, and also the mysterious. All this 
connected in part with fear, séances, ghosts, and the Gothic, 
but also with crime, noir, and the detective genre, which was 
in fashion in the films, plays, and novels of the day. The makers 
of La Codorniz participated amply as creators in this universe of 
references, processes, allusions, forms, and plots. One need only 
think of the works of Edgar Neville, Enrique Jardiel Poncela, 
and Miguel Mihura, who shared in the self-reflexivity found in 
the cinema of the 1940s, which, as Jo Labanyi describes, tended 
toward genres that fell between the popular and the artistic. 
La Codorniz also dedicated a special issue to mystery (no. 238, 
March 3, 1946). Herreros’s collage on the cover showed the faces 
of the most popular monsters in Hollywood: Count Dracula, 
Morticia Addams, and Frankenstein.

Both before and after the war, fairgrounds were para-
digmatic places of mystery, excitement, and magic that provid-
ed mechanized experiences of unreality. In his book Ferias y 

I know (I swear to God) the Egyptian language, since I did a few courses 
in Egyptology.”

27 A novel of a visionary and oneiric strain first conceived in 1944, with a 
definitive version dated 1955 in Paris; Pont, El Postismo, 196. It was cen-
sored and remained unpublished until 1973, when it appeared under the 
title Mephiboseth en Onou (diario de un loco) (Las Palmas de Gran Canaria: 
Inventarios Provisionales, 1973).
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Valle, Alfonso Buñuel, and Luis García-Abrines, found the work a 
fascinating discovery. As José Luis Rodríguez de la Flor explains 
in depth in his essay in this book, this renovatory and dislocated 
use of collage fed many of the best covers of the longest-running 
satirical magazine of the dictatorship, La Codorniz, whose first 
issue appeared on June 7, 1941, and which came to an end in 1978 
with the arrival of democracy to Spain.

This magazine, created by Miguel Mihura after his experi-
ence with the wartime publication La Ametralladora. Semanario 
de los soldados,

20
 was the medium chosen under Francoism for the 

20
 A satirical magazine edited by Mihura with contributions by his friends, 
above all Tono and Neville, and also Herreros and Álvaro de Laiglesia. 
Published in San Sebastián between 1937 and 1939, it was a point of en-
counter between an absurd humor and the virulent visual propaganda of 
the Francoists. Subsequently, and also with Tono, Mihura contributed 
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(no. 424, December 25, 1949) that emphasized the notion of the 
fool as an outsider with a license for cultural transgression owing 
to the freedom that accompanied the social distancing of his or 
her “anomaly.” With the publication’s characteristically absurd 
humor, the issue also included many jokes about psychoanalytic 
therapy. It opened with a collage cover by Herreros that showed 
his usual dislocated figures, ideal for the purpose at hand. On a 
theater stage stand a young man with backcombed hair holding 
a large magnifying glass, a half-man half-skeleton looking at 
its own skull in a mirror, and a lady in a hat who has a huge eye 
instead of a face. The editorial, entitled “¡Estamos locos!” (We 
Are Mad!), is signed by the magazine’s editor in chief, Álvaro de 
Laiglesia, and clearly shows the transgressive character ascribed 
by the team of La Codorniz to mental illness: “Society has watched 
us grow, classing us as oddballs and explaining our optimism as 
the result of some malfunctioning meninx. The doctors prescribe 
us rigorous bereavements to cure us of the spiritual excess that 
possesses us, and they put tears with droppers in our glasses so 
as to put a stop to the perpetual attack of laughter in which we 
live.… Perhaps for all these reasons, we are mad. But if madness 
is like this, let us give it a hearty cheer. And let us dedicate this is-
sue to the mad brother who flees in his delusions from the world 
made sad by his sane brothers.”25

While the agents of La Codorniz laughed at Freud, those 
who did explore Surrealist connections with the unconscious 
were the Postists. In the letters exchanged with Juan Eduardo 
Cirlot, now preserved in the Fundación Carlos Edmundo de 
Ory, they headed one of their missives, “Beloved and esteemed 
madman,” continuing, “We read your letter, we denizens of the 
temporal shadows.” This was a reply to the Catalan author,26 
who had sent them his poems for possible publication in the 

25 “Estamos locos” (editorial), La Codorniz (Madrid and Barcelona), no. 424, 
December 25, 1949, n.p.

26 Cirlot gave the following presentation of himself in his letter: “I shall 
tell you that I have green eyes, a somewhat paranoid attitude (to be 
exact, the masklike rigidity so appreciated by the Kings of old who were 
styled Their Most Serene Highnesses), the age of twenty-eight, I am tall, 
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clearly apparent in the four photographs of the Hermandad de 
la Ciudad y el Campo (Town and Country Sisterhood) included 
in issue number 17 (December 1938), subsequently expanded to 
twelve images and printed in rotogravure for a collection of 
postcards on Mujeres de la Falange (Women of the Falange, 1939).10 
The highly theatrical series, with its theme of agrarian harmony, 
shows the figure of the caring mother embodied in the women of 
this sisterhood of the Seccíon Femenina, the Women’s Section 
of the Falange. There were other Falangist magazines that also 
made significant visual contributions during the early years of 
the dictatorship, such as Haz. Revista nacional del S.E.U. One art-
ist who contributed extensively to it during its second phase was 
Juan Ismael, a Surrealist from the Canary Islands, who produced 
covers, drawings, and photomontages. Other contributions are 
signed with the name of Suárez del Árbol, the surname of the 
mother of Lorenzo Goñi, who had to hide his identity because 
he had worked during the war for the Sindicat de Dibuixants 
Professionals (Union of Professional Draftsmen) of the Unión 
General de Trabajo (UGT).

Another significant photographer who placed himself much 
more overtly at the service of the Francoist cause was Jalón Ángel, 
who took the portraits of Franco’s military staff that form the 
compilation Forjadores de imperio (Empire Builders, 1939).11 This 
representative set of pictorial photographs is ideal for gaining an 
understanding of the role played by photography in the construc-
tion and dissemination of the regime’s patriarchal power and its 
imperial designs that involved the militarization of daily life.12 

10 Horacio Fernández, “Mujeres de la Falange (Women of the Falange),” in 
Photobooks: Spain 1905–1977, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina 
Sofía (Madrid: MNCARS, 2014), 120–22.

11 Mafalda Rodríguez, “Forjadores de imperio (Empire Builders),” in Photo-
books: Spain, 116–19. Also photographed were a cardinal and three civil-
ians: Franco’s brother, a poet, and a “speaker.”

12 In his compositions, Jalón Ángel followed the model of the Renaissance 
court portrait, with three-quarter views of the sitters. Besides the cen-
trality of their uniforms, they also appear accompanied by attributes 
that project their identity, such as a riding crop, binoculars, documents, 
books, or a ruler. Ibid., 117.
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development of the ideas and artistic production of the group asso-
ciated with the “Other Generation of ’27.”

21
 This will not come as 

a surprise if we bear in mind that ever since the 1920s and 1930s, 

to the magazine Tajo from June 1940 until May 1941 with a humorous 
section likewise entitled “La Ametralladora” (The Machine Gun).

21
 “La otra generación del 27” (The Other Generation of ’27) was a concept 
put forward by José López Rubio, one of its members, in his induction 
speech read at the Real Academia Española on June 5, 1983. Those who 
formed the group, in his view, were Edgar Neville, Antonio de Lara 
(“Tono”), Enrique Jardiel Poncela, Miguel Mihura, and himself.
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its key figures had seen an opportunity in popular art forms for 
the development of an avant-garde praxis while at the same time 
eroding the foundations of bourgeois society.22 As Raquel Pelta 
points out, the illustrations of Mihura and Tono during those de-
cades reveal direct relations with Cubism, Constructivism, and 
Dadaism, especially in the case of the second. This was gradu-
ally to disappear under Francoism, when geometric abstraction 
was wiped off the aesthetic map.23 Nevertheless, there was an 
indisputable avant-garde sediment in the collage covers created 
for the magazine by Enrique Herreros. His role in the publica-
tion was truly significant. As the author of over eight hundred 
covers, thousands of drawings, and hundreds of collages, he was 
one of those principally responsible for the magazine’s artistic 
design and visual style. Without ever losing his sense of humor, 
Herreros’s eclectic production catalyzed an avant-garde artistic 
tradition in the middle of the postwar era, and he managed to 
bring his boldly modernist collages into the homes of thousands 
of readers. Through the technique of collage, the influence on his 
work of artists like Josep Renau, Max Ernst, Herbert Matter, and 
Jacques-André Boiffard became clear.

There was an affinity among Spanish postwar artists in 
their interest, even amounting to fascination, for questions re-
lated to the irrational, madness, and the occult. This developed 
within, or despite, a context in which psychiatry had tremendous 
coercive power under the dictatorship, to the point where there 
was even a “recatholicization” of psychoanalysis.24 However, art-
ists and doctors seldom shared the same viewpoint, as madness 
was understood by the former as a means for genuine creation, 
while it was regarded by psychoanalysis as a way to approach the 
subconscious. La Codorniz dedicated a special issue to madness 

22 Raquel Pelta, “El humor es una pluma de perdiz que se pone en el som-
brero,” in Los humoristas del 27, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte 
Reina Sofía (Madrid: MNCARS, 2002), 34.

23 Ibid., 51–52.
24 Rosa María Medina Domenech, Ciencia y sabiduría del amor. Una historia 

cultural del franquismo (1940–1960) (Madrid: Iberoamericana; Frankfurt 
am Main: Vervuert, 2013).
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The photographic work of José Ortiz Echagüe was less clearly 
positioned as forward-looking in political terms, but precisely for 
that reason it proved central in the construction of an ideology 
that was essential to the dictatorship. It was a coherent simula-
crum of a turbulent reality that, in Ortiz Echagüe’s photographs, 
lacks contradiction. As Jesusa Vega has emphasized, these are 
“perfect, finished images that are not penetrable; the viewer is 
passive before them, and critique is therefore eliminated.”13 His 
photographs of lonely and majestic ruined castles functioned as 
a screen for projecting different ideas, as Javier Ortiz-Echagüe 
points out in the pages of this volume. After the publication in 
1939 of a number of plates in the pages of España, pueblos y paisajes 
(Spain: Villages and Landscapes),14 his reception was inextrica-
bly linked with the desolate postwar landscapes and the various 
enterprises to reconstruct them, with the heroic discourse con-
cocted over the ruins by the victors, and with the projection that 
made the Spanish past, and above all the Middle Ages and early 
modern period in Castile, the essence for the legitimization of 
the present.15

The decline of the militarized, ritualistic, and combative 
Falangist rhetoric, to an extent “revolutionary” and associated 
with modernist languages developed in the 1930s, was consoli-
dated with the Allied victory in World War II. In view of the 
international geopolitical situation, Franco’s regime started to 
throw more support behind “National Catholicism,” and to es-
pouse the cause of anticommunism in order to strike up new 
relations with the United States. It was in this changing context 
that the activities of the Postist group emerged, arguably one 
of the most antiestablishment of all postwar cultural practices. 

13 Jesusa Vega, “El traje del pueblo, Ortiz Echagüe y el simulacro de Espa-
ña,” in José Ortiz Echagüe en las colecciones del Museo Nacional de Antropo-
logía (Madrid: Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte, 2002), 67.

14 The peak of Ortiz Echagüe’s photographic documentation of castles 
came in 1956 with the publication of the book España, castillos y alcázares 
(Madrid: Publicaciones Ortiz Echagüe, 1956).

15 Rafael R. Tranche and Vicente Sánchez-Biosca, El pasado es el destino. Pro-
paganda y cine del bando nacional en la Guerra Civil (Madrid: Cátedra, 2011).
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Its chaotic—or rather, improvised—proposals and its collabora-
tive and performative spirit shared nothing with the mores of 
Francoism, but it instead challenged dominant values through its 
search for the irrational.

16
 The group’s founders and initial mem-

bers, Eduardo Chicharro, Carlos Edmundo de Ory, and Silvano 
Sernesi, launched it in 1945 as “the last of the isms,” “the one 
which comes after isms,” in clear reference to Ramón Gómez de 
la Serna and his book Ismos (1931). Besides their two key 1945 
magazines, Postismo and La Cerbatana, we have also focused on 
the group’s artistic components: the automatism of the drawings 

16
 Rosario Peiró, “Una lectura del postismo desde las artes visuales,” in 
Campo cerrado. Arte y poder en la posguerra española, 1939–1953, ed. María 
Dolores Jiménez-Blanco, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina 
Sofía (Madrid: MNCARS, 2013), 191 (English: “A Reading of Postismo 
through the Visual Arts,” 380).
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development of the ideas and artistic production of the group asso-
ciated with the “Other Generation of ’27.”21 This will not come as 
a surprise if we bear in mind that ever since the 1920s and 1930s, 

to the magazine Tajo from June 1940 until May 1941 with a humorous 
section likewise entitled “La Ametralladora” (The Machine Gun).

21 “La otra generación del 27” (The Other Generation of ’27) was a concept 
put forward by José López Rubio, one of its members, in his induction 
speech read at the Real Academia Española on June 5, 1983. Those who 
formed the group, in his view, were Edgar Neville, Antonio de Lara 
(“Tono”), Enrique Jardiel Poncela, Miguel Mihura, and himself.
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its key figures had seen an opportunity in popular art forms for 
the development of an avant-garde praxis while at the same time 
eroding the foundations of bourgeois society.

22
 As Raquel Pelta 

points out, the illustrations of Mihura and Tono during those de-
cades reveal direct relations with Cubism, Constructivism, and 
Dadaism, especially in the case of the second. This was gradu-
ally to disappear under Francoism, when geometric abstraction 
was wiped off the aesthetic map.

23
 Nevertheless, there was an 

indisputable avant-garde sediment in the collage covers created 
for the magazine by Enrique Herreros. His role in the publica-
tion was truly significant. As the author of over eight hundred 
covers, thousands of drawings, and hundreds of collages, he was 
one of those principally responsible for the magazine’s artistic 
design and visual style. Without ever losing his sense of humor, 
Herreros’s eclectic production catalyzed an avant-garde artistic 
tradition in the middle of the postwar era, and he managed to 
bring his boldly modernist collages into the homes of thousands 
of readers. Through the technique of collage, the influence on his 
work of artists like Josep Renau, Max Ernst, Herbert Matter, and 
Jacques-André Boiffard became clear.

There was an affinity among Spanish postwar artists in 
their interest, even amounting to fascination, for questions re-
lated to the irrational, madness, and the occult. This developed 
within, or despite, a context in which psychiatry had tremendous 
coercive power under the dictatorship, to the point where there 
was even a “recatholicization” of psychoanalysis.

24
 However, art-

ists and doctors seldom shared the same viewpoint, as madness 
was understood by the former as a means for genuine creation, 
while it was regarded by psychoanalysis as a way to approach the 
subconscious. La Codorniz dedicated a special issue to madness 

22
 Raquel Pelta, “El humor es una pluma de perdiz que se pone en el som-
brero,” in Los humoristas del 27, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte 
Reina Sofía (Madrid: MNCARS, 2002), 34.

23
 Ibid., 51–52.

24
 Rosa María Medina Domenech, Ciencia y sabiduría del amor. Una historia 
cultural del franquismo (1940–1960) (Madrid: Iberoamericana; Frankfurt 
am Main: Vervuert, 2013).
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The photographic work of José Ortiz Echagüe was less clearly 
positioned as forward-looking in political terms, but precisely for 
that reason it proved central in the construction of an ideology 
that was essential to the dictatorship. It was a coherent simula-
crum of a turbulent reality that, in Ortiz Echagüe’s photographs, 
lacks contradiction. As Jesusa Vega has emphasized, these are 
“perfect, finished images that are not penetrable; the viewer is 
passive before them, and critique is therefore eliminated.”

13
 His 

photographs of lonely and majestic ruined castles functioned as 
a screen for projecting different ideas, as Javier Ortiz-Echagüe 
points out in the pages of this volume. After the publication in 
1939 of a number of plates in the pages of España, pueblos y paisajes 
(Spain: Villages and Landscapes),

14
 his reception was inextrica-

bly linked with the desolate postwar landscapes and the various 
enterprises to reconstruct them, with the heroic discourse con-
cocted over the ruins by the victors, and with the projection that 
made the Spanish past, and above all the Middle Ages and early 
modern period in Castile, the essence for the legitimization of 
the present.

15

The decline of the militarized, ritualistic, and combative 
Falangist rhetoric, to an extent “revolutionary” and associated 
with modernist languages developed in the 1930s, was consoli-
dated with the Allied victory in World War II. In view of the 
international geopolitical situation, Franco’s regime started to 
throw more support behind “National Catholicism,” and to es-
pouse the cause of anticommunism in order to strike up new 
relations with the United States. It was in this changing context 
that the activities of the Postist group emerged, arguably one 
of the most antiestablishment of all postwar cultural practices. 

13
 Jesusa Vega, “El traje del pueblo, Ortiz Echagüe y el simulacro de Espa-
ña,” in José Ortiz Echagüe en las colecciones del Museo Nacional de Antropo-
logía (Madrid: Ministerio de Educación, Cultura y Deporte, 2002), 67.

14
 The peak of Ortiz Echagüe’s photographic documentation of castles 
came in 1956 with the publication of the book España, castillos y alcázares 
(Madrid: Publicaciones Ortiz Echagüe, 1956).

15
 Rafael R. Tranche and Vicente Sánchez-Biosca, El pasado es el destino. Pro-
paganda y cine del bando nacional en la Guerra Civil (Madrid: Cátedra, 2011).
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Its chaotic—or rather, improvised—proposals and its collabora-
tive and performative spirit shared nothing with the mores of 
Francoism, but it instead challenged dominant values through its 
search for the irrational.16 The group’s founders and initial mem-
bers, Eduardo Chicharro, Carlos Edmundo de Ory, and Silvano 
Sernesi, launched it in 1945 as “the last of the isms,” “the one 
which comes after isms,” in clear reference to Ramón Gómez de 
la Serna and his book Ismos (1931). Besides their two key 1945 
magazines, Postismo and La Cerbatana, we have also focused on 
the group’s artistic components: the automatism of the drawings 

16 Rosario Peiró, “Una lectura del postismo desde las artes visuales,” in 
Campo cerrado. Arte y poder en la posguerra española, 1939–1953, ed. María 
Dolores Jiménez-Blanco, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina 
Sofía (Madrid: MNCARS, 2013), 191 (English: “A Reading of Postismo 
through the Visual Arts,” 380).
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Valle, Alfonso Buñuel, and Luis García-Abrines, found the work a 
fascinating discovery. As José Luis Rodríguez de la Flor explains 
in depth in his essay in this book, this renovatory and dislocated 
use of collage fed many of the best covers of the longest-running 
satirical magazine of the dictatorship, La Codorniz, whose first 
issue appeared on June 7, 1941, and which came to an end in 1978 
with the arrival of democracy to Spain.

This magazine, created by Miguel Mihura after his experi-
ence with the wartime publication La Ametralladora. Semanario 
de los soldados,20 was the medium chosen under Francoism for the 

20 A satirical magazine edited by Mihura with contributions by his friends, 
above all Tono and Neville, and also Herreros and Álvaro de Laiglesia. 
Published in San Sebastián between 1937 and 1939, it was a point of en-
counter between an absurd humor and the virulent visual propaganda of 
the Francoists. Subsequently, and also with Tono, Mihura contributed 
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by de Ory (which can be linked to those by Enrique Herreros); the 
abstraction of the prints by Francisco Nieva; and the figurative 
Surrealism of Nanda Papiri, with her fantastic and imaginary 
animals bursting with infinite form or composed of bodiless 
heads, which have to do not only with the hidden and the uncon-
scious but also with the world of childhood.

Play was essential to Postist proposals. On the one hand, 
they were thus able to recognize the importance to them of their 
childhood, the most uninhibited phase of life, connected with 
a supposedly intact capacity for imagination and creativity. 
Drawings by Chicharro and Papiri’s children, for example, 
were shown at exhibitions organized by the group. On the other 
hand, however, their interest in the ludic was not merely playful, 
since it was recognized as an experimental exercise and an in-
trinsic part of the creative process. In festive ceremonies called 
“Postist nuptials,” consisting of various ludic and artistic oc-
currences, there would be a recital of the Poemas primitivos para 
ángeles (Primitive Poems for Angels) by the philo-Postist Jesús 
Juan Garcés, broadening its interpretation as a phonetic poem to 
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by Nieva. With its roots in the avant-garde, it clearly points toward 
the collaborative creative practices of the Dadaists and Surreal-
ists. The unpublished novel, described by Nieva as “fantastic 
realism,” followed a creative method similar to that of Raymond 
Roussel in Locus Solus and Impressions of Africa.19 It consists of a 
handwritten notebook with ink drawings, cuttings, and annota-
tions. The notebook is composed in such a way that it is read first 
from left to right until the back cover is reached, then turned over 
and continued in the opposite direction. This demonstrates the 
playful and labyrinthine mentality in search of the absurd, more 
prone to circular than to linear proceedings, which characterized 
the Postist spirit. Formally, it is clearly influenced by the collages 
of Max Ernst compiled in Une semaine de bonté ou Les sept éléments 
capitaux (A Week of Kindness or the Seven Deadly Elements, 
1934), which were shown at the Exposición de composiciones supra-
realistas de Max Ernst (Exhibition of Supra-Realist Compositions 
by Max Ernst) held in 1936 at the Museo Nacional de Arte Moder-
no in Madrid, a show that set the course for postwar Surrealism 
in Spain. Enrique Herreros also visited it and, like Adriano del 

19 Jaume Pont, El Postismo. Un movimiento estético-literario de vanguardia 
(Barcelona: Edicions del Mall, 1987), 49.
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include its revelation as performative action, as Miguel Molina 
Alarcón has pointed out.17 These experiments are a sign of those 
forms of everyday resistance we spoke of at the start of this essay, 
given their nature as a semi-clandestine and improvised ritual. 
As a festivity and as a comic and parodic rite based on the use of 
masks and disguises, the “Postist nuptials” can be understood as 
part of the carnivalesque culture theorized by Mikhail Bakhtin 
and based on a notion of an “upside-down world.”18

One of the most representative products of Postism, and  
a recent acquisition for the museum’s collection, is surely the Libro 
clave para el pájaro de la nieve. Un gran libro de nuestro tiempo (Key 
Book for the Snow Bird: A Great Book of Our Time). This is a “col-
lage novel” by Eduardo Chicharro with “illustrations/stimulus” 

17 The poems can be heard on the double audio CD Ruidos y susurros de las 
vanguardias, 1909–1945 (Valencia: Allegro Records, 2004). This was the 
result of research carried out by the Laboratory of Intermedia Creations 
(LCI) of the Facultad de Bellas Artes de San Carlos, Universidad Poli-
técnica de Valencia. We wish to thank Miguel Molina Alarcón for his 
generous help with research into postwar sound recordings.

18 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iswolsky (Bloom-
ington: Indiana University Press, 1984).
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function, clearly political in character and produced within what 
we may perceive as the cultural officialdom of early Francoism, 
of which the Falangist sector was in charge. This production 
contrasts and enters into dialogue with that created during the 
war on the Republican side, one of whose principal protago-
nists was Josep Renau. He is well represented in the collection 
of the Museo Reina Sofía through his political posters and his 
work as a photomontagist in the pavilion of the Spanish Republic 
at the 1937 International Exposition in Paris. The artistic and 
cultural propaganda program implemented from the outset of 
the conflict by the Popular Front was coherent and very effec-
tive, but it was not free of tensions. To counter this, from 1938 the 
Falangists began to organize themselves into a structure within 
the Ministry of the Interior, promulgated by its director Ramón 
Serrano Suñer, which heavily prioritized Falangist principles for 
the creation of a modern mass propaganda, with a search for a 
system that “would take in all expressions of culture in a totali-
tarian fashion.”

5
 Within this structure was the Delegation for 

Press and Propaganda, which functioned until 1941. Its director 
general, Dionisio Ridruejo, was one of the masterminds behind 
the design and production of this fascist “total propaganda.”

Within this delegation was the Department of Fine Arts, di-
rected by the painter, illustrator, and poster artist Juan Cabanas, 
and made up of José Caballero, José Romero Escassi, Pedro 
Pruna, and Manuel Contreras.

6
 Other significant collaborators 

were Domingo Viladomat, Luis Feduchi, Manuel Augusto García 
Viñolas, Luis Rosales, Antonio Tovar, and Rafael Gil. The depart-
ment took care of the design and execution of the delegation’s 
propaganda through books, posters, murals, leaflets, and peri-
odical publications, as well as the announcement and installation 

5
 Aleix Purcet Gregori and Juan Alonso Fernández, “Fascismo, guerra y 
fotografía: la mirada de la nueva España,” 5, paper presented at Girona 
2014: Archivos e Industrias Culturales, Girona, October 11–15, 2014; 
available online at http://www.girona.cat/web/ica2014/ponents/textos/
id22.pdf (accessed December 4, 2016).

6
 Ángel Llorente, Arte e ideología en el franquismo (1936–1951) (Madrid: Visor, 
1995), 92.
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atracciones,
28

 Juan Eduardo Cirlot describes them not so much as 
spaces of freedom, as they were for some artists before the war, 
but as initiatory voyages composed “of dangerous, magical rites, 
even if the danger was fictional.”

29
 Such an experience was an-

chored in the terrible reality of the postwar years, for as Molins 
points out, the fairground attractions described are remarkably 
similar to the detention and torture centers known as checas. It 
was Agustí Centelles who was put in charge of the graphic part of 
Ferias y atracciones in 1950. The very year the book was published, 
Centelles was condemned by the Special Court for the Repres-
sion of Masonry and Communism to twelve years and one day 
of imprisonment, together with disqualification from holding 
any government office or position of trust.

30
 The photographer 

had returned to Spain in 1944 from exile in France, where he had 
been interned for some months in the concentration camps of 
Argelès-sur-Mer and Bram (which he photographed extensively). 
After 1947, Centelles devoted himself to photography once more 
in Barcelona, though, because he was barred from photojournal-
ism, he was restricted to commercial work.

31
 It was probably be-

tween 1948 and 1950 that he prepared the series of photographs 
for Ferias y atracciones.

32

Bearing this context in mind, the book’s photographs are, 
if anything, more phantasmagorical still. Some deal directly 
with the actions and settings of horror. All this surely reflects a 
malaise with the present and a need for answers, and this type 
of experience may also have helped many people to carry out the 

28
 Juan Eduardo Cirlot, with Agustí Centelles (photography), Ferias y atrac-
ciones (Barcelona: Argos, 1950).

29
 Patricia Molins, “Surrealismo: el fantasma en el armario,” in Campo 
cerrado, ed. Jiménez-Blanco, 76 (English: “Surrealism: The Ghost in 
the Wardrobe,” 367).

30
 Rocío Alcalá, “Agustí Centelles: Una vida entre luces y sombras,” in Centelles 
>in edit ¡oh! (Madrid: Ministerio de Cultura, 2011), 36. The sentence was 
finally commuted to six years and one day of imprisonment, with the 
further attenuation of home arrest.

31
 Ibid., 36.

32
 All the work done for Argos Vergara has been lost. Octavi Centelles Martí 
asserts that neither the negatives nor the positives are extant.
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include its revelation as performative action, as Miguel Molina 
Alarcón has pointed out.17 These experiments are a sign of those 
forms of everyday resistance we spoke of at the start of this essay, 
given their nature as a semi-clandestine and improvised ritual. 
As a festivity and as a comic and parodic rite based on the use of 
masks and disguises, the “Postist nuptials” can be understood as 
part of the carnivalesque culture theorized by Mikhail Bakhtin 
and based on a notion of an “upside-down world.”18

One of the most representative products of Postism, and  
a recent acquisition for the museum’s collection, is surely the Libro 
clave para el pájaro de la nieve. Un gran libro de nuestro tiempo (Key 
Book for the Snow Bird: A Great Book of Our Time). This is a “col-
lage novel” by Eduardo Chicharro with “illustrations/stimulus” 

17 The poems can be heard on the double audio CD Ruidos y susurros de las 
vanguardias, 1909–1945 (Valencia: Allegro Records, 2004). This was the 
result of research carried out by the Laboratory of Intermedia Creations 
(LCI) of the Facultad de Bellas Artes de San Carlos, Universidad Poli-
técnica de Valencia. We wish to thank Miguel Molina Alarcón for his 
generous help with research into postwar sound recordings.

18 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iswolsky (Bloom-
ington: Indiana University Press, 1984).
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function, clearly political in character and produced within what 
we may perceive as the cultural officialdom of early Francoism, 
of which the Falangist sector was in charge. This production 
contrasts and enters into dialogue with that created during the 
war on the Republican side, one of whose principal protago-
nists was Josep Renau. He is well represented in the collection 
of the Museo Reina Sofía through his political posters and his 
work as a photomontagist in the pavilion of the Spanish Republic 
at the 1937 International Exposition in Paris. The artistic and 
cultural propaganda program implemented from the outset of 
the conflict by the Popular Front was coherent and very effec-
tive, but it was not free of tensions. To counter this, from 1938 the 
Falangists began to organize themselves into a structure within 
the Ministry of the Interior, promulgated by its director Ramón 
Serrano Suñer, which heavily prioritized Falangist principles for 
the creation of a modern mass propaganda, with a search for a 
system that “would take in all expressions of culture in a totali-
tarian fashion.”

5
 Within this structure was the Delegation for 

Press and Propaganda, which functioned until 1941. Its director 
general, Dionisio Ridruejo, was one of the masterminds behind 
the design and production of this fascist “total propaganda.”

Within this delegation was the Department of Fine Arts, di-
rected by the painter, illustrator, and poster artist Juan Cabanas, 
and made up of José Caballero, José Romero Escassi, Pedro 
Pruna, and Manuel Contreras.

6
 Other significant collaborators 

were Domingo Viladomat, Luis Feduchi, Manuel Augusto García 
Viñolas, Luis Rosales, Antonio Tovar, and Rafael Gil. The depart-
ment took care of the design and execution of the delegation’s 
propaganda through books, posters, murals, leaflets, and peri-
odical publications, as well as the announcement and installation 

5
 Aleix Purcet Gregori and Juan Alonso Fernández, “Fascismo, guerra y 
fotografía: la mirada de la nueva España,” 5, paper presented at Girona 
2014: Archivos e Industrias Culturales, Girona, October 11–15, 2014; 
available online at http://www.girona.cat/web/ica2014/ponents/textos/
id22.pdf (accessed December 4, 2016).

6
 Ángel Llorente, Arte e ideología en el franquismo (1936–1951) (Madrid: Visor, 
1995), 92.
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atracciones,
28

 Juan Eduardo Cirlot describes them not so much as 
spaces of freedom, as they were for some artists before the war, 
but as initiatory voyages composed “of dangerous, magical rites, 
even if the danger was fictional.”

29
 Such an experience was an-

chored in the terrible reality of the postwar years, for as Molins 
points out, the fairground attractions described are remarkably 
similar to the detention and torture centers known as checas. It 
was Agustí Centelles who was put in charge of the graphic part of 
Ferias y atracciones in 1950. The very year the book was published, 
Centelles was condemned by the Special Court for the Repres-
sion of Masonry and Communism to twelve years and one day 
of imprisonment, together with disqualification from holding 
any government office or position of trust.

30
 The photographer 

had returned to Spain in 1944 from exile in France, where he had 
been interned for some months in the concentration camps of 
Argelès-sur-Mer and Bram (which he photographed extensively). 
After 1947, Centelles devoted himself to photography once more 
in Barcelona, though, because he was barred from photojournal-
ism, he was restricted to commercial work.

31
 It was probably be-

tween 1948 and 1950 that he prepared the series of photographs 
for Ferias y atracciones.

32

Bearing this context in mind, the book’s photographs are, 
if anything, more phantasmagorical still. Some deal directly 
with the actions and settings of horror. All this surely reflects a 
malaise with the present and a need for answers, and this type 
of experience may also have helped many people to carry out the 

28
 Juan Eduardo Cirlot, with Agustí Centelles (photography), Ferias y atrac-
ciones (Barcelona: Argos, 1950).

29
 Patricia Molins, “Surrealismo: el fantasma en el armario,” in Campo 
cerrado, ed. Jiménez-Blanco, 76 (English: “Surrealism: The Ghost in 
the Wardrobe,” 367).

30
 Rocío Alcalá, “Agustí Centelles: Una vida entre luces y sombras,” in Centelles 
>in edit ¡oh! (Madrid: Ministerio de Cultura, 2011), 36. The sentence was 
finally commuted to six years and one day of imprisonment, with the 
further attenuation of home arrest.

31
 Ibid., 36.

32
 All the work done for Argos Vergara has been lost. Octavi Centelles Martí 
asserts that neither the negatives nor the positives are extant.
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by de Ory (which can be linked to those by Enrique Herreros); the 
abstraction of the prints by Francisco Nieva; and the figurative 
Surrealism of Nanda Papiri, with her fantastic and imaginary 
animals bursting with infinite form or composed of bodiless 
heads, which have to do not only with the hidden and the uncon-
scious but also with the world of childhood.

Play was essential to Postist proposals. On the one hand, 
they were thus able to recognize the importance to them of their 
childhood, the most uninhibited phase of life, connected with 
a supposedly intact capacity for imagination and creativity. 
Drawings by Chicharro and Papiri’s children, for example, 
were shown at exhibitions organized by the group. On the other 
hand, however, their interest in the ludic was not merely playful, 
since it was recognized as an experimental exercise and an in-
trinsic part of the creative process. In festive ceremonies called 
“Postist nuptials,” consisting of various ludic and artistic oc-
currences, there would be a recital of the Poemas primitivos para 
ángeles (Primitive Poems for Angels) by the philo-Postist Jesús 
Juan Garcés, broadening its interpretation as a phonetic poem to 
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by Nieva. With its roots in the avant-garde, it clearly points toward 
the collaborative creative practices of the Dadaists and Surreal-
ists. The unpublished novel, described by Nieva as “fantastic 
realism,” followed a creative method similar to that of Raymond 
Roussel in Locus Solus and Impressions of Africa.19 It consists of a 
handwritten notebook with ink drawings, cuttings, and annota-
tions. The notebook is composed in such a way that it is read first 
from left to right until the back cover is reached, then turned over 
and continued in the opposite direction. This demonstrates the 
playful and labyrinthine mentality in search of the absurd, more 
prone to circular than to linear proceedings, which characterized 
the Postist spirit. Formally, it is clearly influenced by the collages 
of Max Ernst compiled in Une semaine de bonté ou Les sept éléments 
capitaux (A Week of Kindness or the Seven Deadly Elements, 
1934), which were shown at the Exposición de composiciones supra-
realistas de Max Ernst (Exhibition of Supra-Realist Compositions 
by Max Ernst) held in 1936 at the Museo Nacional de Arte Moder-
no in Madrid, a show that set the course for postwar Surrealism 
in Spain. Enrique Herreros also visited it and, like Adriano del 

19 Jaume Pont, El Postismo. Un movimiento estético-literario de vanguardia 
(Barcelona: Edicions del Mall, 1987), 49.
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Valle, Alfonso Buñuel, and Luis García-Abrines, found the work a 
fascinating discovery. As José Luis Rodríguez de la Flor explains 
in depth in his essay in this book, this renovatory and dislocated 
use of collage fed many of the best covers of the longest-running 
satirical magazine of the dictatorship, La Codorniz, whose first 
issue appeared on June 7, 1941, and which came to an end in 1978 
with the arrival of democracy to Spain.

This magazine, created by Miguel Mihura after his experi-
ence with the wartime publication La Ametralladora. Semanario 
de los soldados,20 was the medium chosen under Francoism for the 

20 A satirical magazine edited by Mihura with contributions by his friends, 
above all Tono and Neville, and also Herreros and Álvaro de Laiglesia. 
Published in San Sebastián between 1937 and 1939, it was a point of en-
counter between an absurd humor and the virulent visual propaganda of 
the Francoists. Subsequently, and also with Tono, Mihura contributed 
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development of the ideas and artistic production of the group asso-
ciated with the “Other Generation of ’27.”21 This will not come as 
a surprise if we bear in mind that ever since the 1920s and 1930s, 

to the magazine Tajo from June 1940 until May 1941 with a humorous 
section likewise entitled “La Ametralladora” (The Machine Gun).

21 “La otra generación del 27” (The Other Generation of ’27) was a concept 
put forward by José López Rubio, one of its members, in his induction 
speech read at the Real Academia Española on June 5, 1983. Those who 
formed the group, in his view, were Edgar Neville, Antonio de Lara 
(“Tono”), Enrique Jardiel Poncela, Miguel Mihura, and himself.
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its key figures had seen an opportunity in popular art forms for 
the development of an avant-garde praxis while at the same time 
eroding the foundations of bourgeois society.

22
 As Raquel Pelta 

points out, the illustrations of Mihura and Tono during those de-
cades reveal direct relations with Cubism, Constructivism, and 
Dadaism, especially in the case of the second. This was gradu-
ally to disappear under Francoism, when geometric abstraction 
was wiped off the aesthetic map.

23
 Nevertheless, there was an 

indisputable avant-garde sediment in the collage covers created 
for the magazine by Enrique Herreros. His role in the publica-
tion was truly significant. As the author of over eight hundred 
covers, thousands of drawings, and hundreds of collages, he was 
one of those principally responsible for the magazine’s artistic 
design and visual style. Without ever losing his sense of humor, 
Herreros’s eclectic production catalyzed an avant-garde artistic 
tradition in the middle of the postwar era, and he managed to 
bring his boldly modernist collages into the homes of thousands 
of readers. Through the technique of collage, the influence on his 
work of artists like Josep Renau, Max Ernst, Herbert Matter, and 
Jacques-André Boiffard became clear.

There was an affinity among Spanish postwar artists in 
their interest, even amounting to fascination, for questions re-
lated to the irrational, madness, and the occult. This developed 
within, or despite, a context in which psychiatry had tremendous 
coercive power under the dictatorship, to the point where there 
was even a “recatholicization” of psychoanalysis.

24
 However, art-

ists and doctors seldom shared the same viewpoint, as madness 
was understood by the former as a means for genuine creation, 
while it was regarded by psychoanalysis as a way to approach the 
subconscious. La Codorniz dedicated a special issue to madness 

22
 Raquel Pelta, “El humor es una pluma de perdiz que se pone en el som-
brero,” in Los humoristas del 27, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte 
Reina Sofía (Madrid: MNCARS, 2002), 34.

23
 Ibid., 51–52.

24
 Rosa María Medina Domenech, Ciencia y sabiduría del amor. Una historia 
cultural del franquismo (1940–1960) (Madrid: Iberoamericana; Frankfurt 
am Main: Vervuert, 2013).
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its key figures had seen an opportunity in popular art forms for 
the development of an avant-garde praxis while at the same time 
eroding the foundations of bourgeois society.22 As Raquel Pelta 
points out, the illustrations of Mihura and Tono during those de-
cades reveal direct relations with Cubism, Constructivism, and 
Dadaism, especially in the case of the second. This was gradu-
ally to disappear under Francoism, when geometric abstraction 
was wiped off the aesthetic map.23 Nevertheless, there was an 
indisputable avant-garde sediment in the collage covers created 
for the magazine by Enrique Herreros. His role in the publica-
tion was truly significant. As the author of over eight hundred 
covers, thousands of drawings, and hundreds of collages, he was 
one of those principally responsible for the magazine’s artistic 
design and visual style. Without ever losing his sense of humor, 
Herreros’s eclectic production catalyzed an avant-garde artistic 
tradition in the middle of the postwar era, and he managed to 
bring his boldly modernist collages into the homes of thousands 
of readers. Through the technique of collage, the influence on his 
work of artists like Josep Renau, Max Ernst, Herbert Matter, and 
Jacques-André Boiffard became clear.

There was an affinity among Spanish postwar artists in 
their interest, even amounting to fascination, for questions re-
lated to the irrational, madness, and the occult. This developed 
within, or despite, a context in which psychiatry had tremendous 
coercive power under the dictatorship, to the point where there 
was even a “recatholicization” of psychoanalysis.24 However, art-
ists and doctors seldom shared the same viewpoint, as madness 
was understood by the former as a means for genuine creation, 
while it was regarded by psychoanalysis as a way to approach the 
subconscious. La Codorniz dedicated a special issue to madness 

22 Raquel Pelta, “El humor es una pluma de perdiz que se pone en el som-
brero,” in Los humoristas del 27, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte 
Reina Sofía (Madrid: MNCARS, 2002), 34.

23 Ibid., 51–52.
24 Rosa María Medina Domenech, Ciencia y sabiduría del amor. Una historia 

cultural del franquismo (1940–1960) (Madrid: Iberoamericana; Frankfurt 
am Main: Vervuert, 2013).
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Valle, Alfonso Buñuel, and Luis García-Abrines, found the work a 
fascinating discovery. As José Luis Rodríguez de la Flor explains 
in depth in his essay in this book, this renovatory and dislocated 
use of collage fed many of the best covers of the longest-running 
satirical magazine of the dictatorship, La Codorniz, whose first 
issue appeared on June 7, 1941, and which came to an end in 1978 
with the arrival of democracy to Spain.

This magazine, created by Miguel Mihura after his experi-
ence with the wartime publication La Ametralladora. Semanario 
de los soldados,
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 was the medium chosen under Francoism for the 
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 A satirical magazine edited by Mihura with contributions by his friends, 
above all Tono and Neville, and also Herreros and Álvaro de Laiglesia. 
Published in San Sebastián between 1937 and 1939, it was a point of en-
counter between an absurd humor and the virulent visual propaganda of 
the Francoists. Subsequently, and also with Tono, Mihura contributed 
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(no. 424, December 25, 1949) that emphasized the notion of the 
fool as an outsider with a license for cultural transgression owing 
to the freedom that accompanied the social distancing of his or 
her “anomaly.” With the publication’s characteristically absurd 
humor, the issue also included many jokes about psychoanalytic 
therapy. It opened with a collage cover by Herreros that showed 
his usual dislocated figures, ideal for the purpose at hand. On a 
theater stage stand a young man with backcombed hair holding 
a large magnifying glass, a half-man half-skeleton looking at 
its own skull in a mirror, and a lady in a hat who has a huge eye 
instead of a face. The editorial, entitled “¡Estamos locos!” (We 
Are Mad!), is signed by the magazine’s editor in chief, Álvaro de 
Laiglesia, and clearly shows the transgressive character ascribed 
by the team of La Codorniz to mental illness: “Society has watched 
us grow, classing us as oddballs and explaining our optimism as 
the result of some malfunctioning meninx. The doctors prescribe 
us rigorous bereavements to cure us of the spiritual excess that 
possesses us, and they put tears with droppers in our glasses so 
as to put a stop to the perpetual attack of laughter in which we 
live.… Perhaps for all these reasons, we are mad. But if madness 
is like this, let us give it a hearty cheer. And let us dedicate this is-
sue to the mad brother who flees in his delusions from the world 
made sad by his sane brothers.”25

While the agents of La Codorniz laughed at Freud, those 
who did explore Surrealist connections with the unconscious 
were the Postists. In the letters exchanged with Juan Eduardo 
Cirlot, now preserved in the Fundación Carlos Edmundo de 
Ory, they headed one of their missives, “Beloved and esteemed 
madman,” continuing, “We read your letter, we denizens of the 
temporal shadows.” This was a reply to the Catalan author,26 
who had sent them his poems for possible publication in the 

25 “Estamos locos” (editorial), La Codorniz (Madrid and Barcelona), no. 424, 
December 25, 1949, n.p.

26 Cirlot gave the following presentation of himself in his letter: “I shall 
tell you that I have green eyes, a somewhat paranoid attitude (to be 
exact, the masklike rigidity so appreciated by the Kings of old who were 
styled Their Most Serene Highnesses), the age of twenty-eight, I am tall, 
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by de Ory (which can be linked to those by Enrique Herreros); the 
abstraction of the prints by Francisco Nieva; and the figurative 
Surrealism of Nanda Papiri, with her fantastic and imaginary 
animals bursting with infinite form or composed of bodiless 
heads, which have to do not only with the hidden and the uncon-
scious but also with the world of childhood.

Play was essential to Postist proposals. On the one hand, 
they were thus able to recognize the importance to them of their 
childhood, the most uninhibited phase of life, connected with 
a supposedly intact capacity for imagination and creativity. 
Drawings by Chicharro and Papiri’s children, for example, 
were shown at exhibitions organized by the group. On the other 
hand, however, their interest in the ludic was not merely playful, 
since it was recognized as an experimental exercise and an in-
trinsic part of the creative process. In festive ceremonies called 
“Postist nuptials,” consisting of various ludic and artistic oc-
currences, there would be a recital of the Poemas primitivos para 
ángeles (Primitive Poems for Angels) by the philo-Postist Jesús 
Juan Garcés, broadening its interpretation as a phonetic poem to 
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by Nieva. With its roots in the avant-garde, it clearly points toward 
the collaborative creative practices of the Dadaists and Surreal-
ists. The unpublished novel, described by Nieva as “fantastic 
realism,” followed a creative method similar to that of Raymond 
Roussel in Locus Solus and Impressions of Africa.

19
 It consists of a 

handwritten notebook with ink drawings, cuttings, and annota-
tions. The notebook is composed in such a way that it is read first 
from left to right until the back cover is reached, then turned over 
and continued in the opposite direction. This demonstrates the 
playful and labyrinthine mentality in search of the absurd, more 
prone to circular than to linear proceedings, which characterized 
the Postist spirit. Formally, it is clearly influenced by the collages 
of Max Ernst compiled in Une semaine de bonté ou Les sept éléments 
capitaux (A Week of Kindness or the Seven Deadly Elements, 
1934), which were shown at the Exposición de composiciones supra-
realistas de Max Ernst (Exhibition of Supra-Realist Compositions 
by Max Ernst) held in 1936 at the Museo Nacional de Arte Moder-
no in Madrid, a show that set the course for postwar Surrealism 
in Spain. Enrique Herreros also visited it and, like Adriano del 

19
 Jaume Pont, El Postismo. Un movimiento estético-literario de vanguardia 
(Barcelona: Edicions del Mall, 1987), 49.

M
ax E

rn
st, U

ne sem
aine de bonté ou Les sept 

élém
ents capitaux: Le lion de Belfort, É

d
ition

s 
Jean

n
e B

uch
er, P

aris, 19
34

Rosario Peiró and María Rosón

18

of its exhibitions and events.7 Within this setup, there was also a 
photography section run by the photographer José Compte.8 He 
was one of the most singular and modern-minded of the photog-
raphers who contributed to Francoist propaganda, and his work 
featured heavily in the pages of Vértice, which also published 
work by Cabanas, Caballero, Viladomat, Carlos Sáenz de Tejada, 
and Teodoro and Álvaro Delgado under the artistic direction of 
Tono (Antonio de Lara). Vértice, a Falangist magazine born in the 
middle of the Civil War (1937–46), combative in intent but techni-
cally of good quality as well as expensive, thus became one of the 
landmarks in the visual production of early Francoism, with ar-
resting graphics and an exquisite design.9 From the disquietingly 
dreamlike covers by Caballero to the meticulous photo essays by 
Compte, the style had its roots in the avant-garde, with composi-
tions based on diagonals, close-ups, and low-angle shots. This is 

7 Mónica Vázquez Astorga, “Celebraciones de masa con significado polí-
tico: los ceremoniales proyectados desde el departamento de plástica en 
los años de la guerra civil española,” Artigrama, no. 19 (2004): 202.

8 Purcet Gregori and Alonso Fernández, “Fascismo, guerra y fotografía,” 5.
9 José Ángel Ascunce Arrieta, “Ideologisation Tools in the Press during 

Franco’s Early Years: Vértice as an Example,” in Magazines, Modernity and 
War, ed. Jordana Mendelson (Madrid: MNCARS, 2008), 171.
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Postist magazines. Those poems, one of which was entitled 
“Sepulcro micénico” (Mycenaean Tomb), were ultimately never 
published. Only the author’s signature appeared on the attrac-
tive collage page of La Cerbatana dedicated to Postist sympathiz-
ers, eloquently entitled “Nuestros amigos esos locos” (Those 
Madmen, Our Friends). This infuriated Cirlot, who sent another 
letter (dated May 4, 1945), which began, “Accursed monsters, in-
famous cerbatanarios!” Published in that same issue of the mag-
azine was a fragment of Diario de un loco (Diary of a Madman), 
with the subtitle Venus supernegra (Superblack Venus), by Carlos 
Edmundo de Ory.27

Madness, in its connection with the irrational, had strong 
links with the obscure, the archaic, the occult, the arcane, the 
spiritual, the Egyptian world, and also the mysterious. All this 
connected in part with fear, séances, ghosts, and the Gothic, 
but also with crime, noir, and the detective genre, which was 
in fashion in the films, plays, and novels of the day. The makers 
of La Codorniz participated amply as creators in this universe of 
references, processes, allusions, forms, and plots. One need only 
think of the works of Edgar Neville, Enrique Jardiel Poncela, 
and Miguel Mihura, who shared in the self-reflexivity found in 
the cinema of the 1940s, which, as Jo Labanyi describes, tended 
toward genres that fell between the popular and the artistic. 
La Codorniz also dedicated a special issue to mystery (no. 238, 
March 3, 1946). Herreros’s collage on the cover showed the faces 
of the most popular monsters in Hollywood: Count Dracula, 
Morticia Addams, and Frankenstein.

Both before and after the war, fairgrounds were para-
digmatic places of mystery, excitement, and magic that provid-
ed mechanized experiences of unreality. In his book Ferias y 

I know (I swear to God) the Egyptian language, since I did a few courses 
in Egyptology.”

27 A novel of a visionary and oneiric strain first conceived in 1944, with a 
definitive version dated 1955 in Paris; Pont, El Postismo, 196. It was cen-
sored and remained unpublished until 1973, when it appeared under the 
title Mephiboseth en Onou (diario de un loco) (Las Palmas de Gran Canaria: 
Inventarios Provisionales, 1973).
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include its revelation as performative action, as Miguel Molina 
Alarcón has pointed out.

17
 These experiments are a sign of those 

forms of everyday resistance we spoke of at the start of this essay, 
given their nature as a semi-clandestine and improvised ritual. 
As a festivity and as a comic and parodic rite based on the use of 
masks and disguises, the “Postist nuptials” can be understood as 
part of the carnivalesque culture theorized by Mikhail Bakhtin 
and based on a notion of an “upside-down world.”

18

One of the most representative products of Postism, and  
a recent acquisition for the museum’s collection, is surely the Libro 
clave para el pájaro de la nieve. Un gran libro de nuestro tiempo (Key 
Book for the Snow Bird: A Great Book of Our Time). This is a “col-
lage novel” by Eduardo Chicharro with “illustrations/stimulus” 

17
 The poems can be heard on the double audio CD Ruidos y susurros de las 
vanguardias, 1909–1945 (Valencia: Allegro Records, 2004). This was the 
result of research carried out by the Laboratory of Intermedia Creations 
(LCI) of the Facultad de Bellas Artes de San Carlos, Universidad Poli-
técnica de Valencia. We wish to thank Miguel Molina Alarcón for his 
generous help with research into postwar sound recordings.

18
 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iswolsky (Bloom-
ington: Indiana University Press, 1984).
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function, clearly political in character and produced within what 
we may perceive as the cultural officialdom of early Francoism, 
of which the Falangist sector was in charge. This production 
contrasts and enters into dialogue with that created during the 
war on the Republican side, one of whose principal protago-
nists was Josep Renau. He is well represented in the collection 
of the Museo Reina Sofía through his political posters and his 
work as a photomontagist in the pavilion of the Spanish Republic 
at the 1937 International Exposition in Paris. The artistic and 
cultural propaganda program implemented from the outset of 
the conflict by the Popular Front was coherent and very effec-
tive, but it was not free of tensions. To counter this, from 1938 the 
Falangists began to organize themselves into a structure within 
the Ministry of the Interior, promulgated by its director Ramón 
Serrano Suñer, which heavily prioritized Falangist principles for 
the creation of a modern mass propaganda, with a search for a 
system that “would take in all expressions of culture in a totali-
tarian fashion.”5 Within this structure was the Delegation for 
Press and Propaganda, which functioned until 1941. Its director 
general, Dionisio Ridruejo, was one of the masterminds behind 
the design and production of this fascist “total propaganda.”

Within this delegation was the Department of Fine Arts, di-
rected by the painter, illustrator, and poster artist Juan Cabanas, 
and made up of José Caballero, José Romero Escassi, Pedro 
Pruna, and Manuel Contreras.6 Other significant collaborators 
were Domingo Viladomat, Luis Feduchi, Manuel Augusto García 
Viñolas, Luis Rosales, Antonio Tovar, and Rafael Gil. The depart-
ment took care of the design and execution of the delegation’s 
propaganda through books, posters, murals, leaflets, and peri-
odical publications, as well as the announcement and installation 

5 Aleix Purcet Gregori and Juan Alonso Fernández, “Fascismo, guerra y 
fotografía: la mirada de la nueva España,” 5, paper presented at Girona 
2014: Archivos e Industrias Culturales, Girona, October 11–15, 2014; 
available online at http://www.girona.cat/web/ica2014/ponents/textos/
id22.pdf (accessed December 4, 2016).

6 Ángel Llorente, Arte e ideología en el franquismo (1936–1951) (Madrid: Visor, 
1995), 92.

An Encrypted History

32

atracciones,28 Juan Eduardo Cirlot describes them not so much as 
spaces of freedom, as they were for some artists before the war, 
but as initiatory voyages composed “of dangerous, magical rites, 
even if the danger was fictional.”29 Such an experience was an-
chored in the terrible reality of the postwar years, for as Molins 
points out, the fairground attractions described are remarkably 
similar to the detention and torture centers known as checas. It 
was Agustí Centelles who was put in charge of the graphic part of 
Ferias y atracciones in 1950. The very year the book was published, 
Centelles was condemned by the Special Court for the Repres-
sion of Masonry and Communism to twelve years and one day 
of imprisonment, together with disqualification from holding 
any government office or position of trust.30 The photographer 
had returned to Spain in 1944 from exile in France, where he had 
been interned for some months in the concentration camps of 
Argelès-sur-Mer and Bram (which he photographed extensively). 
After 1947, Centelles devoted himself to photography once more 
in Barcelona, though, because he was barred from photojournal-
ism, he was restricted to commercial work.31 It was probably be-
tween 1948 and 1950 that he prepared the series of photographs 
for Ferias y atracciones.32

Bearing this context in mind, the book’s photographs are, 
if anything, more phantasmagorical still. Some deal directly 
with the actions and settings of horror. All this surely reflects a 
malaise with the present and a need for answers, and this type 
of experience may also have helped many people to carry out the 

28 Juan Eduardo Cirlot, with Agustí Centelles (photography), Ferias y atrac-
ciones (Barcelona: Argos, 1950).

29 Patricia Molins, “Surrealismo: el fantasma en el armario,” in Campo 
cerrado, ed. Jiménez-Blanco, 76 (English: “Surrealism: The Ghost in 
the Wardrobe,” 367).

30 Rocío Alcalá, “Agustí Centelles: Una vida entre luces y sombras,” in Centelles 
>in edit ¡oh! (Madrid: Ministerio de Cultura, 2011), 36. The sentence was 
finally commuted to six years and one day of imprisonment, with the 
further attenuation of home arrest.

31 Ibid., 36.
32 All the work done for Argos Vergara has been lost. Octavi Centelles Martí 

asserts that neither the negatives nor the positives are extant.
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mourning that was still pending. Fairgrounds could well have 
been spectral places in the postwar period, where, to borrow 
the Derridian notion of “hauntology,”33 temporality is “out of 
joint,” drawing together that which “is neither living nor dead, 
present nor absent.”34 These are places where exorcism is pos-
sible, not so much to drive away the specters as to learn to live 
with them and give them their right to memory and reparation. 
In fact, much of the cultural production of the postwar period 
can be interpreted from this theoretical angle, for, as Labanyi 
argues, the losers of history, “those who were not allowed to 
leave a trace on the historical stage do leave their trace in the 
cultural arena.”35

33 By opposition with ontology, the discourse on being or the essence of 
life and death, Derrida proposes “hauntology,” an ontology haunted by 
“ghosts.” Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work 
of Mourning, and the New International, trans. Peggy Kamuf (New York: 
Routledge, 1994), 10.

34 Ibid., 63.
35 Jo Labanyi, “Introduction: Engaging with Ghosts, or, Theorizing Cul-

ture in Modern Spain,” in Constructing Identity in Contemporary Spain: 
Theoretical Debates and Cultural Practice, ed. Jo Labanyi (Oxford and New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 6.
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La casa de Bernarda Alba (The House of Bernarda Alba). That is how 
evident and custodial it all is: European funds, community work, 
educational programs. After all, El Vacie is the oldest slum settle-
ment in Europe.18 Yet, in spite of everything, these Gypsy women, 
nearly all Galician—or rather, Portuguese—in origin, are able 
to liberate us from the social-democratic comfort zone of social 
policies and confront us with a repertoire of gestures, words, 
and attitudes that both cling to and release themselves from the 
Second Republic’s Misiones Pedagógicas (Pedagogical Missions), 
La Barraca, the charity work of the Sección Femenina (Women’s 
Section) of the Falange, and the social propaganda of the Sección 
de Arte (Art Section) of the Falangists of the Sindicato Español 
Universitario (Spanish University Union, or SEU).

And so on up to our own day. For the fact is that the Gypsy 
women are staging Fuente Ovejuna, and they have a problem. Well, 
not so much the Gypsies themselves as the team looking after 
them, who assist them and work with them, and know they can 
easily be misinterpreted. Yet again, is this a social drama in which 
the Gypsies are the people to be emancipated? Are their housing 
problems going to be solved Fuente Ovejuna-style?19 The truth 
of the matter is that the people’s shout of self-accusation in the 
play as the sovereign actor in political events (“It was Fuente-
ovejuna, my Lord!” or “Fuenteovejuna, all as one!”), that slogan 
invoked so often as an argument for solidarity and communism, 
that collective cry has in recent years, indeed decades, been for-
mulated, spat out, and proclaimed as a self-protecting assump-
tion of guilt by a variety of criminal communities involved in the 
modern pogroms or raids carried out all over Spain—yes, Spain—
against Gypsies, Moroccans, or Senegalese.20 Every time Gypsies 

18 TNT – El Vacie, Fuente Ovejuna, directed by Pepa Gamboa (Seville: Centro 
de Arte y Producciones Teatrales, 2016), available at http://www.atalaya-
tnt.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Catalogo-Fuente-Ovejuna.pdf 
(accessed December 3, 2016).

19 Jesús Iribarren, ¿Qué hacemos con los gitanos? (Madrid: Ediciones Pauli-
nas, 1991).

20 Tomás Calvo Buezas, ¿España racista? Voces payas sobre los gitanos (Barce-
lona: Anthropos, 1990).
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called it, a “livable life.”
49

 The study of the visual and artistic 
culture of that decade also raises an idea we consider essential 
for life and the writing of history: that even though people found 
themselves in a totalitarian dictatorship, there were possibilities 
for self-determination and for control over one’s life. These are 
the artful ruses of the pariahs, hard to locate in the multilayered 
past, but fundamental for the generation of a new narrative of 
resilient tactics arising from the cultural space.

49
 Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The Power of Mourning and Violence (London 
and New York: Verso, 2004), xv.
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A woman puts the men of the town firmly in their place. Her honor 
has been outraged, and she demands vengeance. The towns-
people rise up in arms! The commander, a vile man, is executed 
by the common folk, who vent their fury on all that his power 
represents. Finally, the king, acting as judge, accords peace in 
the village and restores its lost dignity. This exemplary tale of 
emancipation is, historically at least, a true one. And yet with 
the passage of time, Lope de Vega’s words sound old-fashioned, 
strange, ridiculous. What kind of an insult is “queens” (amuje-
rados)? How affected is that reference to “half men” (medio hom-
bres)? What guffaws greeted that “pansies” (maricones)?

2

During the Spanish Civil War, Lope de Vega’s Fuenteovejuna 
was performed both in Republican Spain—in theaters as well as in 
the agitprop of the front—and as Fascist propaganda.

3
 Max Aub, 

writing from Paris, specifically recommended that the drama 
and its theme of honor be shown contextualized in the service 
of the cause.

4
 The revival of Fuenteovejuna in Madrid had been 

a great success, and Aub proposed its expansion to the theaters 
of Barcelona and Valencia. Teatros Católicos in Mallorca and 
the Falangists in Huelva also turned to Lope’s play to reaffirm the 
popular character of their fight.

5
 Similarly, Calderón’s El alcalde 

de Zalamea and Cervantes’s El cerco de Numancia were staged by 
Rafael Alberti and the Teatro de Guerrillas, while both authors 

hilanderas, maricones, / amujerados, cobardes, / y que mañana os ador-
nen / nuestras tocas y basquiñas, / solimanes y colores!” Lope de Vega, 
Fuente Ovejuna, trans. Victor Dixon (Warminster: Aris and Phillips, 1991), 
169–71.

2
 Julio González Ruíz, Amistades peligrosas. El discurso homoerótico en el teatro 
de Lope de Vega (New York: Peter Lang, 2009).

3
 Nigel Dennis and Emilio Peral Vega, eds., Teatro de la Guerra Civil: el bando 
republicano and Teatro de la Guerra Civil: el bando nacional, Colección 
Espiral (Madrid: Editorial Fundamentos, 2009 and 2010).

4
 Mario Martín Gijón, “El teatro durante la Guerra Civil Española en el 
frente y la retaguardia de la zona republicana,” Lectura y signo. Revista de 
Literatura (Universidad de León) no. 6 (2011).

5
 Nelly Álvarez González, “El teatro como arma de combate durante la gue-
rra civil en la España sublevada (Valladolid, 1936–1939),” Revista Universi-
taria de Historia Militar (Valladolid) 2, no. 4 (2013).
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This phantasmagorical presence is also clear in some of 
the practices of those who remained. One eloquent example is 
Rafael Zabaleta’s series of drawings Los sueños en Quesada (The 
Dreams in Quesada). Executed in black India ink applied with a 
brush, the drawings are, in the artist’s own words, “inspired by 
childhood and dreams.”36 Zabaleta, like Centelles, suffered re-
pression under the dictatorship after the end of the Civil War.37 
As Molins indicates, the painter had to dissemble, hiding his 
work dating from the 1930s and the wartime years. Los sueños 
en Quesada are interpreted by this author as cryptic, with the 
world of references to Ernstian collage providing an enigmatic 

36 Rafael Zabaleta, letter to his friend Cesáreo Rodríguez Aguilera. See 
Los sueños de Quesada de Rafael Zabaleta (Huesca: Fundación Zabaleta, 
[2007]), 10.

37 As Luis Jesús Garzón Cobo relates, Zabaleta suffered persecution and 
the expropriation of his possessions at the start of the conflict owing to 
his alleged opposition to the Republican government. At the end of the 
war, the repression was even harsher. He was denounced, arrested, and 
tried for his opposition, likewise alleged, to the new dictatorial regime. 
Luis Jesús Garzón Cobo, Rafael Zabaleta 1936–1940. Documentos para su 
biografía (Úbeda: Ayuntamiento de Quesada, 2008), 13.

R
af

ae
l Z

ab
al

et
a,

 E
l f

an
ta

sm
a 

ge
óm

et
ra

 
ca

pt
ad

or
 d

e 
ha

ce
s 

de
 e

st
ri

de
nc

ia
s 

(T
h

e 
G

h
os

t 
Su

rv
ey

or
 C

ap
tu

ri
n

g 
St

ri
de

n
cy

 B
ea

m
s)

, f
ro

m
 

th
e 

se
ri

es
 L

os
 s

ue
ño

s 
en

 Q
ue

sa
da

 (
T

h
e 

D
re

am
s 

in
 Q

ue
sa

da
),

 1
9

42
. O

n 
te

m
po

ra
ry

 lo
an

 f
ro

m
 

a 
pr

iv
at

e 
co

ll
ec

ti
on

, M
ad

ri
d,

 2
0

16
Rosario Peiró and María Rosón

47

permanent collection for them, since it so happens that Tuesday, 
their weekly day of rest from their theatrical show, also happens 
to be the day the museum is closed. The Gypsies live in El Vacie, 
a sprawling area of slums behind the city cemetery in Seville. 
This agglomeration of shacks and prefabricated houses lies in 
the district of Macarena Norte, near Pino Montano. The group 
was invited by TNT (Territorio Nuevos Tiempos, or Territory of 
New Times), a theatrical research center, and the director Pepa 
Gamboa to work on a version of Fuente Ovejuna following the 
long run enjoyed by their production of Federico García Lorca’s 
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also featured in the repertoire of the company La Tarumba or 
the Teatro Nacional de Falange.

6
 Miguel Hernández had drawn 

inspiration from Lope’s Fuenteovejuna for his revolutionary play 
El labrador de más aire.

7
 Erwin Piscator had been proposed by the 

theater company La Barraca during the war as a possible direc-
tor for Lope’s classic,

8
 and the idea was taken up again, though 

unsuccessfully, during a later visit to Barcelona, when a version 
of the play was being prepared for the commercial theater.

9

However, Max Aub’s call to perform Fuenteovejuna ran into 
controversy in the Republican Pavilion at the 1937 International 
Ex position in Paris. In the central courtyard, next to the room 
that housed Picasso’s Guernica, it was planned to stage a large ex-
cerpt of the version and translation of Lope’s play by Jean Cassou 
and Jean Camp, which faithfully followed the staging proposed 
by Federico García Lorca and La Barraca, along with the popular 
songs they had included. The performance finally took place at 
the Théâtre du Peuple in Paris, directed by Henri Lesieur and 
intended also as a tribute to the assassinated poet Lorca. The fact 
that the version chosen was La Barraca’s turned out to be one 
reason for Josep Renau’s opposition to this production of Fuente-
ovejuna, since besides a certain patriotic ruralism, hard to de-
fine ideologically, it also added inadmissible “Andalusianisms” 
derived from popular folklore.

10
 The important precedent of the 

production of El cerco de Numancia with set designs by André 

6
 Luis Miguel Gómez Díaz, Teatro para una guerra (1936–1939). Textos y 
documentos (Madrid: Centro de Documentación Teatral, Ministerio de 
Cultura, 2006).

7
 Gabriel Insausti, Miguel Hernández: la invención de una leyenda. Lopismo 
y popularismo en “El labrador de más aire” (Alicante: Instituto de Cultura 
Juan Gil-Albert, 2013).

8
 César de Vicente Hernando, “Piscator y el teatro revolucionario en la 
primera mitad del siglo XX en España,” Teatro. Revista de Estudios Teatrales 
(Alcalá de Henares), no. 1 (1992): 123–40.

9
 Francesc Foguet i Boreu, ed., Teatre en temps de guerra i revolució (1936–
1939) (Lleida: Punctum/Memorial democratic; Barcelona: Departament 
d’Interior, Generalitat de Catalunya, 2008).

10
 José Monleón, “El Mono Azul”. Teatro de urgencia y Romancero de la guerra 
civil (Madrid: Ayuso, 1979).

Silly Laughter

38

Franco’s regime, and we understand it here as a mode of resis-
tance issuing from everyday life, since it enabled other ways of 
living far removed from the implacable mandates of the dictator-
ship. As Jo Labanyi explains about her project on the oral history 
of 1940s cinema: “One of our interviewees, a lifelong anarchist, 
ended the interview with the words: ‘There is no evasion with-
out critique.’ He meant that evasion, through the imagination, 
allows you to step outside your reality in order to criticize it. 
Without this imaginative distance, it is not possible to conceive 
of alternatives.”

48
 This idea is crucial for understanding the role of 

cultural practices during the first years of Francoism.
Cultural spaces undoubtedly facilitated the expression 

of dissidence, both camouflaged and overt. Above all, however, 
that humor, play, imagination, and fiction fell within the realm 
of creation allowed a certain distance that was essential for peo-
ple’s critical reflection. In forming part of leisure, it also provided 
people with moments of enjoyment and well-being, playing a 
fundamental role in that “life worth living,” or, as Judith Butler 

48
 Jo Labanyi, “Entrevista a Jo Labanyi,” Emocríticas, November 9, 2014, 
https://emocriticas.wordpress.com/2014/11/09/entrevista-a-jo-labanyi 
(accessed December 4, 2016).
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where the events related in Lope de Vega’s drama may well have 
actually occurred.16

In his examination of the topic we have been discussing, the 
critic Luis Araujo-Costa remarked specifically upon the Marxist 
and socialist tendency to play down the king’s justice and turn 
the play into an exhibition of the people’s power and potency, 
confusing the people with the mass and the population with the 
crowd. And in the controversies of both 1935 and 1938, Ernesto 
Giménez Caballero, a figure by no means suspect of any strain of 
Marxism or socialism, noted that future revolutionary disorder 
was implicit in any representation of the people adulterated with 
popular habits, folklore, and Andalusian or Gypsy clichés.17 Ex-
aggerating attributes, Giménez Caballero went so far as to assert 
in 1963 that what had really finished Federico García Lorca was 
his fascination for the common people, the down-and-outs, and 
the Gypsies, which had robbed him of his status as a young bour-
geois gentleman and led him to make promises of emancipation to 
those who could only seek his ruin. Giménez Caballero believed 
that one of the principal struggles of the new National-Catholic 
state was to “nationalize” those popular entrails, regenerate the 
mob, and make a people out of the populace. It is curious that he 
even wanted to regenerate the Gypsies themselves by freeing them 
from myths like that of Prosper Mérimée’s Carmen, extirpating 
their “flamenco vulgarity” and, in a flight of delirium, warning 
that the fascination of tourists for flamenco song and “Gypsying” 
should not be allowed to encourage further penetration of what 
he calls the “Afro-Asian” and “Sovieticizing” germ.

 ***

On their day off, a group of Gypsy actresses visits the Museo Reina 
Sofía in Madrid. The management has organized this tour of the 

16 Francesc Foguet, Margarida Xirgu. Cartografia d’un mite. De Badalona a 
Punta Ballena (Badalona: Museu de Badalona, 2010).

17 Ernesto Giménez Caballero, Genio hispánico y mestizaje (Madrid: Editora 
Nacional, 1965).

Pedro G. Romero

35

and therefore secure terrain. It is not strange, then, that in this 
world of monsters, wars (the allusions to World War I are clear), 
and dark eroticism, ghosts should also appear as an allusion to 
the crypt38—that is, to encrypted memory, which must be con-
fronted if mourning is to take place.

But fairgrounds, like circuses, markets, theaters, maga-
zines, and cinemas, were also places for laughter. In the poem 
that León Felipe wrote in his Mexican exile entitled “Me com-
praré una risa” (I Shall Buy Myself a Laugh),39 he speaks of the 
“mechanical laughter of the world / the laughter of the magazine 
and the screen / the laughter of the megaphone and of jazz.” 
However, beneath this laughter unleashed by cultural artifacts, 
the poet recognizes, almost certainly in reference to the real-
ity of Spain, “the expression of hunger,” and there is also “a 
grimace of fright, / an epileptic mouth, / yellow dribble / and 
blood… blood and weeping.”40 During the dictatorship, everyday 
resistance could take the form of the possibility of crying with 
laughter. According to Romero in the essay that appears in this 
volume, crying with laughter meant a mode of thought, a “direct 
and ... catastrophic way of confronting the world’s violence.” 
In this way, to continue with Romero’s ideas, the dispossessed 
could construct a symbolic space of their own “where they could 
pass rapidly from laughter to sobbing.”

Laughter occupied the attention of the poet Carlos Edmun-
do de Ory, who wrote that by contrast with Surrealist laughter, 
understood as black, somber, accursed, and inhuman, “Post-
ism inherited the extremely salubrious laughter of Rabelais.”41 

38 We use the term “crypt” in the sense employed by Nicolas Abraham and 
Maria Torok, The Wolf Man’s Magic Word: A Cryptonymy, trans. Nicholas 
Rand (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986).

39 This poem belongs to the book Del poeta maldito (Mexico City, 1941). See 
León Felipe, Antología rota 1884–1968 (Madrid: Cátedra, 2008).

40 Ibid. “Risa mecánica del mundo / la risa del magazine y la pantalla / la 
risa del megáfono y del jazz”; “el gesto del hambre”; “hay un rictus de 
espanto, / una boca epiléptica, / una baba amarilla / y sangre… sangre 
y llanto.”

41 Carlos Edmundo de Ory, “Risa.” Unpublished text in the archives of the 
Fundación Carlos Edmundo de Ory (Cádiz). In fact, as he explains in 
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people free of Marxist interpretations.13 Calle Iturrino’s attack is 
deployed along ideological lines, arguing that the application of 
a social justice freeing the common people from the unjust and 
barbarous feudal regime could only be brought about by the abso-
lutist state of the Spanish monarchy, accounting precisely for the 
identification between people and absolutist state as two sides of 
the same mirror. Aesthetically, however, the opposition of “cas-
tle” and “ruin” is also presented as a double image, a dual condi-
tion of the forms of the people and the rabble. Corresponding to 
the first of these, the people, was a stage design governed by the 
idea of a fortification, palace, or casbah, set against the Marxist 
abuse of the ruin in representation of the mob. This is evidently 
in reference to the propaganda landscape of the ongoing war—the 
text appeared in 1938—and the representation of the castle and 
the church as against the ruins of the rabble and its iconoclastic 
hordes. The Teatro de Guerrilla, it is true, used the occasional 
papier mâché ruin from an old performance of El cerco de Numancia 
in its productions, owing above all to a certain economy of means 
habitual in wartime. This is illustrated by the success of Sigfrido 
Burmann’s stage designs for a 1944 production of Fuenteovejuna 
directed by Cayetano Luca de Tena,14 fundamentally a plagiarism 
of the one that had been staged by Cipriano Rivas Cherif, then a 
prisoner at El Dueso after being turned over to Franco’s govern-
ment by the Gestapo, for Margarita Xirgu’s company in 1935.15 On 
this occasion, Burmann used platforms and gangways with im-
ages of royal palaces, such as that of Charles V at the Alhambra in 
Granada, or the façade of the town hall of Fuenteovejuna (today 
Fuente Obejuna), the legendary town in the province of Córdoba 

13 José María Martínez Cachero, Liras entre lanzas. Historia de la literatura 
“nacional” en la Guerra Civil (Madrid: Editorial Castalia, 2009).

14 Esmeralda Serrano Molero, Guest Piece. Sig frido Burman: Model for Fuen-
teovejuna, 1944, exh. brochure, Casa Museo Lope de Vega (Madrid: Publi-
caciones del Museo Nacional de Teatro, 2016), available online at http://
casamuseolopedevega.org/images/PDF/Hoja_Sala_Piezainvitada_
FUENTEOVEJUNAdef.pdf (accessed December 3, 2016).

15 María del Carmen Gil Fombellida, Rivas Cherif, Margarita Xirgu y el teatro 
de la II República (Madrid: Editorial Fundamentos, 2003).
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Postism is thus understood as jubilatory. This is an intellectually 
conceptualized laughter, but also one that drags the body along 
with it, a sardonic laughter that turns into a guffaw. Laughter 
was the driving force of the team of humorists who participated 
actively in La Codorniz. Heirs to the new humor of Ramón Gómez 
de la Serna, whom they took as their indisputable master, they 
understood like him that humorism “is hardly a literary genre 
so much as a genre of living, or rather an attitude toward life.”42 
And while Gómez de la Serna considered humorism as one of the 
isms, devoting a chapter to it in his key volume of 1931, the mak-
ers of La Codorniz regarded Ramón as an ism in himself, leading 
to the invention of a section of the magazine called “Ramonismo.”

The magazine’s humor has been described as innocuous 
or lacking in critical intent, “which is why La Codorniz was so 
successful, becoming the champion of a timeless and abstract 
humor that avoided cliché but also the immediate reality.”43 In 
his fake memoirs, Mihura defined humor as something frivolous: 
“Humor is a caprice, a luxury, a partridge feather stuck in a hat; 
a way of passing the time. True humor does not try to teach or 
correct because that is not its mission.”44 However, frivolity may 
have been a tactical way of fostering critique, since as Jordana 
Mendelson writes, “it is rarely censured, because it is seen as 
inconsequential, ephemeral, and of little importance.”45 If there 
was one thing that provoked the humor of La Codorniz in the 

the same text, he situates the birth and genesis of the Postist movement 
in a simultaneously plastic and symbolic image that incarnates laughter: 
“a laughing man who sits and smokes with his hand and his mouth, an 
emblematic image of Postism that was reproduced in its first magazine.”

42 Ramón Gómez de la Serna, “Humorismo,” in Obras completas, vol. 16 
(Barcelona: Galaxia Gutenberg/Círculo de Lectores, 2005), 453. Another 
text by Ramón Gómez de la Serna that is fundamental for an understand-
ing of his ideas on humor is “Gravedad e importancia del humorismo,” 
Revista de Occidente (Madrid), February 28, 1928, 348–60.

43 Pelta, “El humor es una pluma,” 51.
44 Miguel Mihura, Mis memorias (Barcelona: José Janés, 1948), 230.
45 Jordana Mendelson, “Frivolidades y la seducción de salvar las distan-

cias,” in Campo cerrado, ed. Jiménez-Blanco, 15 (English: “Frivolities and 
the Seduction of Bridging Distances,” 355).
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Masson, which had such a great influence on Picasso’s Guernica 
itself, did not prove sufficient to ensure the success of the presen-
tation of La Barraca’s Fuenteovejuna. Moreover, the production at 
the Théâtre du Peuple aroused some controversy in French aca-
demic circles. The version was decried as a communist pamphlet, 
and it was emphatically claimed that the manipulation of Lope’s 
text made a travesty of the play. The administration of justice by 
the king was virtually made to disappear, and the whole process 
was transferred to a people in constant revolution, an evident 
historical anachronism in the Spain of the Catholic Monarchs, 
the Inquisition, and the Black Legend. Nevertheless, Max Aub 
stuck to his theme, and in 1938 he made special mention of that 
production: “Fuenteovejuna brings to the fore the tradition we are 
defending, the reason and justice of our cause, and the certainty 
of our victory: a perjurer or a clique can do nothing, and never 
could, against a whole people.”11

The key notion was that of a “people.” Years earlier, a pro-
duction of the play had been directed in the Soviet Union by 
Anatoly Lunacharsky, and Spain’s progressive intellectuals had 
hailed the initiative: the transformation of the text into a revolu-
tionary tract; the suppression of god’s justice and the value of the 
monarchy; and the “invention” of a universal and internationalist 
people that, in taking justice into its own hands, manifests itself 
as a notion of sovereignty, a sovereign nation, the very expres-
sion of the people itself. Indeed, Lorca’s version for La Barraca 
followed this path, as did Alberti’s El cerco de Numancia and  
the works of Max Aub and Miguel Hernández cited above.12 In the 
middle of the Civil War, Esteban Calle Iturrino, a polemicist with 
Nationalist sympathies, had virulently defended the restitution of 
the true Fuenteovejuna by Lope de Vega, showing the real Spanish 

11 Max Aub, “El estreno de Fuenteovejuna en París,” La Vanguardia, February 
18, 1938, 3; cited in Emilio Peral Vega, Retablos de agitación política. Nuevas 
aproximaciones al teatro de la Guerra Civil española (Madrid: Iberoameri-
cana; Frankfurt am Main: Vervuert, 2013).

12 Andrés Trapiello, Las armas y las letras. Literatura y guerra civil (1936–1939) 
(Barcelona: Planeta, 1994).
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early days of Mihura, it was the configuration of a distance, as 
we can see in the continuation of the definition of humor in his 
memoirs: “The only thing humor wants is for us to step outside 
ourselves for a moment, tiptoe off about twenty meters, and turn 
to observe ourselves on both sides, front and back, as in the three 
mirrors of a tailor’s shop, to discover new faces and profiles we 
never knew before.”46 Such distancing proposed that the readers 
think critically about the immobility of Francoist society. It re-
nounced a transformation of reality, it is true, but it recognized 
that “reality is transformation and mutability.”47 That distance, 
created through the singularly evasive practices of frivolity, lei-
sure, and art, was essential to people’s lives in the early years of 

46 Mihura, Mis memorias, 230.
47 José Antonio Llera, El humor verbal y visual de “La Codorniz” (Madrid: 

CSIC, 2003), 43.
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people free of Marxist interpretations.
13
 Calle Iturrino’s attack is 

deployed along ideological lines, arguing that the application of 
a social justice freeing the common people from the unjust and 
barbarous feudal regime could only be brought about by the abso-
lutist state of the Spanish monarchy, accounting precisely for the 
identification between people and absolutist state as two sides of 
the same mirror. Aesthetically, however, the opposition of “cas-
tle” and “ruin” is also presented as a double image, a dual condi-
tion of the forms of the people and the rabble. Corresponding to 
the first of these, the people, was a stage design governed by the 
idea of a fortification, palace, or casbah, set against the Marxist 
abuse of the ruin in representation of the mob. This is evidently 
in reference to the propaganda landscape of the ongoing war—the 
text appeared in 1938—and the representation of the castle and 
the church as against the ruins of the rabble and its iconoclastic 
hordes. The Teatro de Guerrilla, it is true, used the occasional 
papier mâché ruin from an old performance of El cerco de Numancia 
in its productions, owing above all to a certain economy of means 
habitual in wartime. This is illustrated by the success of Sigfrido 
Burmann’s stage designs for a 1944 production of Fuenteovejuna 
directed by Cayetano Luca de Tena,

14
 fundamentally a plagiarism 

of the one that had been staged by Cipriano Rivas Cherif, then a 
prisoner at El Dueso after being turned over to Franco’s govern-
ment by the Gestapo, for Margarita Xirgu’s company in 1935.

15
 On 

this occasion, Burmann used platforms and gangways with im-
ages of royal palaces, such as that of Charles V at the Alhambra in 
Granada, or the façade of the town hall of Fuenteovejuna (today 
Fuente Obejuna), the legendary town in the province of Córdoba 

13
 José María Martínez Cachero, Liras entre lanzas. Historia de la literatura 
“nacional” en la Guerra Civil (Madrid: Editorial Castalia, 2009).

14
 Esmeralda Serrano Molero, Guest Piece. Sigfrido Burman: Model for Fuen-
teovejuna, 1944, exh. brochure, Casa Museo Lope de Vega (Madrid: Publi-
caciones del Museo Nacional de Teatro, 2016), available online at http://
casamuseolopedevega.org/images/PDF/Hoja_Sala_Piezainvitada_
FUENTEOVEJUNAdef.pdf (accessed December 3, 2016).

15
 María del Carmen Gil Fombellida, Rivas Cherif, Margarita Xirgu y el teatro 
de la II República (Madrid: Editorial Fundamentos, 2003).
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Postism is thus understood as jubilatory. This is an intellectually 
conceptualized laughter, but also one that drags the body along 
with it, a sardonic laughter that turns into a guffaw. Laughter 
was the driving force of the team of humorists who participated 
actively in La Codorniz. Heirs to the new humor of Ramón Gómez 
de la Serna, whom they took as their indisputable master, they 
understood like him that humorism “is hardly a literary genre 
so much as a genre of living, or rather an attitude toward life.”

42
 

And while Gómez de la Serna considered humorism as one of the 
isms, devoting a chapter to it in his key volume of 1931, the mak-
ers of La Codorniz regarded Ramón as an ism in himself, leading 
to the invention of a section of the magazine called “Ramonismo.”

The magazine’s humor has been described as innocuous 
or lacking in critical intent, “which is why La Codorniz was so 
successful, becoming the champion of a timeless and abstract 
humor that avoided cliché but also the immediate reality.”

43
 In 

his fake memoirs, Mihura defined humor as something frivolous: 
“Humor is a caprice, a luxury, a partridge feather stuck in a hat; 
a way of passing the time. True humor does not try to teach or 
correct because that is not its mission.”

44
 However, frivolity may 

have been a tactical way of fostering critique, since as Jordana 
Mendelson writes, “it is rarely censured, because it is seen as 
inconsequential, ephemeral, and of little importance.”

45
 If there 

was one thing that provoked the humor of La Codorniz in the 

the same text, he situates the birth and genesis of the Postist movement 
in a simultaneously plastic and symbolic image that incarnates laughter: 
“a laughing man who sits and smokes with his hand and his mouth, an 
emblematic image of Postism that was reproduced in its first magazine.”

42
 Ramón Gómez de la Serna, “Humorismo,” in Obras completas, vol. 16 
(Barcelona: Galaxia Gutenberg/Círculo de Lectores, 2005), 453. Another 
text by Ramón Gómez de la Serna that is fundamental for an understand-
ing of his ideas on humor is “Gravedad e importancia del humorismo,” 
Revista de Occidente (Madrid), February 28, 1928, 348–60.

43
 Pelta, “El humor es una pluma,” 51.

44
 Miguel Mihura, Mis memorias (Barcelona: José Janés, 1948), 230.

45
 Jordana Mendelson, “Frivolidades y la seducción de salvar las distan-
cias,” in Campo cerrado, ed. Jiménez-Blanco, 15 (English: “Frivolities and 
the Seduction of Bridging Distances,” 355).
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also featured in the repertoire of the company La Tarumba or 
the Teatro Nacional de Falange.6 Miguel Hernández had drawn 
inspiration from Lope’s Fuenteovejuna for his revolutionary play 
El labrador de más aire.7 Erwin Piscator had been proposed by the 
theater company La Barraca during the war as a possible direc-
tor for Lope’s classic,8 and the idea was taken up again, though 
unsuccessfully, during a later visit to Barcelona, when a version 
of the play was being prepared for the commercial theater.9

However, Max Aub’s call to perform Fuenteovejuna ran into 
controversy in the Republican Pavilion at the 1937 International 
Ex position in Paris. In the central courtyard, next to the room 
that housed Picasso’s Guernica, it was planned to stage a large ex-
cerpt of the version and translation of Lope’s play by Jean Cassou 
and Jean Camp, which faithfully followed the staging proposed 
by Federico García Lorca and La Barraca, along with the popular 
songs they had included. The performance finally took place at 
the Théâtre du Peuple in Paris, directed by Henri Lesieur and 
intended also as a tribute to the assassinated poet Lorca. The fact 
that the version chosen was La Barraca’s turned out to be one 
reason for Josep Renau’s opposition to this production of Fuente-
ovejuna, since besides a certain patriotic ruralism, hard to de-
fine ideologically, it also added inadmissible “Andalusianisms” 
derived from popular folklore.10 The important precedent of the 
production of El cerco de Numancia with set designs by André 

6 Luis Miguel Gómez Díaz, Teatro para una guerra (1936–1939). Textos y 
documentos (Madrid: Centro de Documentación Teatral, Ministerio de 
Cultura, 2006).

7 Gabriel Insausti, Miguel Hernández: la invención de una leyenda. Lopismo 
y popularismo en “El labrador de más aire” (Alicante: Instituto de Cultura 
Juan Gil-Albert, 2013).

8 César de Vicente Hernando, “Piscator y el teatro revolucionario en la 
primera mitad del siglo XX en España,” Teatro. Revista de Estudios Teatrales 
(Alcalá de Henares), no. 1 (1992): 123–40.

9 Francesc Foguet i Boreu, ed., Teatre en temps de guerra i revolució (1936–
1939) (Lleida: Punctum/Memorial democratic; Barcelona: Departament 
d’Interior, Generalitat de Catalunya, 2008).

10 José Monleón, “El Mono Azul”. Teatro de urgencia y Romancero de la guerra 
civil (Madrid: Ayuso, 1979).
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Franco’s regime, and we understand it here as a mode of resis-
tance issuing from everyday life, since it enabled other ways of 
living far removed from the implacable mandates of the dictator-
ship. As Jo Labanyi explains about her project on the oral history 
of 1940s cinema: “One of our interviewees, a lifelong anarchist, 
ended the interview with the words: ‘There is no evasion with-
out critique.’ He meant that evasion, through the imagination, 
allows you to step outside your reality in order to criticize it. 
Without this imaginative distance, it is not possible to conceive 
of alternatives.”48 This idea is crucial for understanding the role of 
cultural practices during the first years of Francoism.

Cultural spaces undoubtedly facilitated the expression 
of dissidence, both camouflaged and overt. Above all, however, 
that humor, play, imagination, and fiction fell within the realm 
of creation allowed a certain distance that was essential for peo-
ple’s critical reflection. In forming part of leisure, it also provided 
people with moments of enjoyment and well-being, playing a 
fundamental role in that “life worth living,” or, as Judith Butler 

48 Jo Labanyi, “Entrevista a Jo Labanyi,” Emocríticas, November 9, 2014, 
https://emocriticas.wordpress.com/2014/11/09/entrevista-a-jo-labanyi 
(accessed December 4, 2016).
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where the events related in Lope de Vega’s drama may well have 
actually occurred.

16

In his examination of the topic we have been discussing, the 
critic Luis Araujo-Costa remarked specifically upon the Marxist 
and socialist tendency to play down the king’s justice and turn 
the play into an exhibition of the people’s power and potency, 
confusing the people with the mass and the population with the 
crowd. And in the controversies of both 1935 and 1938, Ernesto 
Giménez Caballero, a figure by no means suspect of any strain of 
Marxism or socialism, noted that future revolutionary disorder 
was implicit in any representation of the people adulterated with 
popular habits, folklore, and Andalusian or Gypsy clichés.

17
 Ex-

aggerating attributes, Giménez Caballero went so far as to assert 
in 1963 that what had really finished Federico García Lorca was 
his fascination for the common people, the down-and-outs, and 
the Gypsies, which had robbed him of his status as a young bour-
geois gentleman and led him to make promises of emancipation to 
those who could only seek his ruin. Giménez Caballero believed 
that one of the principal struggles of the new National-Catholic 
state was to “nationalize” those popular entrails, regenerate the 
mob, and make a people out of the populace. It is curious that he 
even wanted to regenerate the Gypsies themselves by freeing them 
from myths like that of Prosper Mérimée’s Carmen, extirpating 
their “flamenco vulgarity” and, in a flight of delirium, warning 
that the fascination of tourists for flamenco song and “Gypsying” 
should not be allowed to encourage further penetration of what 
he calls the “Afro-Asian” and “Sovieticizing” germ.

 ***

On their day off, a group of Gypsy actresses visits the Museo Reina 
Sofía in Madrid. The management has organized this tour of the 

16
 Francesc Foguet, Margarida Xirgu. Cartografia d’un mite. De Badalona a 
Punta Ballena (Badalona: Museu de Badalona, 2010).

17
 Ernesto Giménez Caballero, Genio hispánico y mestizaje (Madrid: Editora 
Nacional, 1965).
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and therefore secure terrain. It is not strange, then, that in this 
world of monsters, wars (the allusions to World War I are clear), 
and dark eroticism, ghosts should also appear as an allusion to 
the crypt

38
—that is, to encrypted memory, which must be con-

fronted if mourning is to take place.
But fairgrounds, like circuses, markets, theaters, maga-

zines, and cinemas, were also places for laughter. In the poem 
that León Felipe wrote in his Mexican exile entitled “Me com-
praré una risa” (I Shall Buy Myself a Laugh),

39
 he speaks of the 

“mechanical laughter of the world / the laughter of the magazine 
and the screen / the laughter of the megaphone and of jazz.” 
However, beneath this laughter unleashed by cultural artifacts, 
the poet recognizes, almost certainly in reference to the real-
ity of Spain, “the expression of hunger,” and there is also “a 
grimace of fright, / an epileptic mouth, / yellow dribble / and 
blood… blood and weeping.”

40
 During the dictatorship, everyday 

resistance could take the form of the possibility of crying with 
laughter. According to Romero in the essay that appears in this 
volume, crying with laughter meant a mode of thought, a “direct 
and ... catastrophic way of confronting the world’s violence.” 
In this way, to continue with Romero’s ideas, the dispossessed 
could construct a symbolic space of their own “where they could 
pass rapidly from laughter to sobbing.”

Laughter occupied the attention of the poet Carlos Edmun-
do de Ory, who wrote that by contrast with Surrealist laughter, 
understood as black, somber, accursed, and inhuman, “Post-
ism inherited the extremely salubrious laughter of Rabelais.”

41
 

38
 We use the term “crypt” in the sense employed by Nicolas Abraham and 
Maria Torok, The Wolf Man’s Magic Word: A Cryptonymy, trans. Nicholas 
Rand (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986).

39
 This poem belongs to the book Del poeta maldito (Mexico City, 1941). See 
León Felipe, Antología rota 1884–1968 (Madrid: Cátedra, 2008).

40
 Ibid. “Risa mecánica del mundo / la risa del magazine y la pantalla / la 
risa del megáfono y del jazz”; “el gesto del hambre”; “hay un rictus de 
espanto, / una boca epiléptica, / una baba amarilla / y sangre… sangre 
y llanto.”

41
 Carlos Edmundo de Ory, “Risa.” Unpublished text in the archives of the 
Fundación Carlos Edmundo de Ory (Cádiz). In fact, as he explains in 
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called it, a “livable life.”49 The study of the visual and artistic 
culture of that decade also raises an idea we consider essential 
for life and the writing of history: that even though people found 
themselves in a totalitarian dictatorship, there were possibilities 
for self-determination and for control over one’s life. These are 
the artful ruses of the pariahs, hard to locate in the multilayered 
past, but fundamental for the generation of a new narrative of 
resilient tactics arising from the cultural space.

49 Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The Power of Mourning and Violence (London 
and New York: Verso, 2004), xv.
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A woman puts the men of the town firmly in their place. Her honor 
has been outraged, and she demands vengeance. The towns-
people rise up in arms! The commander, a vile man, is executed 
by the common folk, who vent their fury on all that his power 
represents. Finally, the king, acting as judge, accords peace in 
the village and restores its lost dignity. This exemplary tale of 
emancipation is, historically at least, a true one. And yet with 
the passage of time, Lope de Vega’s words sound old-fashioned, 
strange, ridiculous. What kind of an insult is “queens” (amuje-
rados)? How affected is that reference to “half men” (medio hom-
bres)? What guffaws greeted that “pansies” (maricones)?2

During the Spanish Civil War, Lope de Vega’s Fuenteovejuna 
was performed both in Republican Spain—in theaters as well as in 
the agitprop of the front—and as Fascist propaganda.3 Max Aub, 
writing from Paris, specifically recommended that the drama 
and its theme of honor be shown contextualized in the service 
of the cause.4 The revival of Fuenteovejuna in Madrid had been 
a great success, and Aub proposed its expansion to the theaters 
of Barcelona and Valencia. Teatros Católicos in Mallorca and 
the Falangists in Huelva also turned to Lope’s play to reaffirm the 
popular character of their fight.5 Similarly, Calderón’s El alcalde 
de Zalamea and Cervantes’s El cerco de Numancia were staged by 
Rafael Alberti and the Teatro de Guerrillas, while both authors 

hilanderas, maricones, / amujerados, cobardes, / y que mañana os ador-
nen / nuestras tocas y basquiñas, / solimanes y colores!” Lope de Vega, 
Fuente Ovejuna, trans. Victor Dixon (Warminster: Aris and Phillips, 1991), 
169–71.

2 Julio González Ruíz, Amistades peligrosas. El discurso homoerótico en el teatro 
de Lope de Vega (New York: Peter Lang, 2009).

3 Nigel Dennis and Emilio Peral Vega, eds., Teatro de la Guerra Civil: el bando 
republicano and Teatro de la Guerra Civil: el bando nacional, Colección 
Espiral (Madrid: Editorial Fundamentos, 2009 and 2010).

4 Mario Martín Gijón, “El teatro durante la Guerra Civil Española en el 
frente y la retaguardia de la zona republicana,” Lectura y signo. Revista de 
Literatura (Universidad de León) no. 6 (2011).

5 Nelly Álvarez González, “El teatro como arma de combate durante la gue-
rra civil en la España sublevada (Valladolid, 1936–1939),” Revista Universi-
taria de Historia Militar (Valladolid) 2, no. 4 (2013).
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This phantasmagorical presence is also clear in some of 
the practices of those who remained. One eloquent example is 
Rafael Zabaleta’s series of drawings Los sueños en Quesada (The 
Dreams in Quesada). Executed in black India ink applied with a 
brush, the drawings are, in the artist’s own words, “inspired by 
childhood and dreams.”

36
 Zabaleta, like Centelles, suffered re-

pression under the dictatorship after the end of the Civil War.
37

 
As Molins indicates, the painter had to dissemble, hiding his 
work dating from the 1930s and the wartime years. Los sueños 
en Quesada are interpreted by this author as cryptic, with the 
world of references to Ernstian collage providing an enigmatic 

36
 Rafael Zabaleta, letter to his friend Cesáreo Rodríguez Aguilera. See 
Los sueños de Quesada de Rafael Zabaleta (Huesca: Fundación Zabaleta, 
[2007]), 10.

37
 As Luis Jesús Garzón Cobo relates, Zabaleta suffered persecution and 
the expropriation of his possessions at the start of the conflict owing to 
his alleged opposition to the Republican government. At the end of the 
war, the repression was even harsher. He was denounced, arrested, and 
tried for his opposition, likewise alleged, to the new dictatorial regime. 
Luis Jesús Garzón Cobo, Rafael Zabaleta 1936–1940. Documentos para su 
biografía (Úbeda: Ayuntamiento de Quesada, 2008), 13.
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permanent collection for them, since it so happens that Tuesday, 
their weekly day of rest from their theatrical show, also happens 
to be the day the museum is closed. The Gypsies live in El Vacie, 
a sprawling area of slums behind the city cemetery in Seville. 
This agglomeration of shacks and prefabricated houses lies in 
the district of Macarena Norte, near Pino Montano. The group 
was invited by TNT (Territorio Nuevos Tiempos, or Territory of 
New Times), a theatrical research center, and the director Pepa 
Gamboa to work on a version of Fuente Ovejuna following the 
long run enjoyed by their production of Federico García Lorca’s 
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La mar, cubierta de sangre;
Los montes, echando humo;
El inglés, tirando bombas;
Y España, ¡rumbo que rumbo!

(The sea, covered with blood;
The hills, belching smoke;
The English, tossing bombs;
And Spain, straight on under the yoke!) 

Popular lyric, José Luis Ortiz Nuevo, Pensamiento político en el cante 
flamenco (Antología de textos desde los orígenes a 1936), 1985

Humor is not a mood but a way of looking at the world. So if it is 
correct to say that humor was stamped out in Nazi Germany, that 
does not mean that people were not in good spirits, or anything of 
that sort, but something much deeper and more important.

Ludwig Wittgenstein, Vermischte Bemerkungen (Culture and Value), 
no. 447, 1948

“I swear to God we women alone / shall make those tyrants pay /
for our indignities, and bill / those traitors for our blood. / And 
you, you effete effeminates, / I sentence to be stoned / as spinsters, 
pansies, queens and cowards, / and forced henceforth to wear /  
our bonnets and our overskirts, / with painted, powdered faces!”1  

1 “¡Vive Dios, que he de trazar / que solas mujeres cobren  / la honra de estos 
tiranos, / la sangre de estos traidores, /  y que os han de tirar piedras /

Silly Laughter
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mourning that was still pending. Fairgrounds could well have 
been spectral places in the postwar period, where, to borrow 
the Derridian notion of “hauntology,”

33
 temporality is “out of 

joint,” drawing together that which “is neither living nor dead, 
present nor absent.”

34
 These are places where exorcism is pos-

sible, not so much to drive away the specters as to learn to live 
with them and give them their right to memory and reparation. 
In fact, much of the cultural production of the postwar period 
can be interpreted from this theoretical angle, for, as Labanyi 
argues, the losers of history, “those who were not allowed to 
leave a trace on the historical stage do leave their trace in the 
cultural arena.”

35

33
 By opposition with ontology, the discourse on being or the essence of 
life and death, Derrida proposes “hauntology,” an ontology haunted by 
“ghosts.” Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work 
of Mourning, and the New International, trans. Peggy Kamuf (New York: 
Routledge, 1994), 10.

34
 Ibid., 63.

35
 Jo Labanyi, “Introduction: Engaging with Ghosts, or, Theorizing Cul-
ture in Modern Spain,” in Constructing Identity in Contemporary Spain: 
Theoretical Debates and Cultural Practice, ed. Jo Labanyi (Oxford and New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 6.
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La casa de Bernarda Alba (The House of Bernarda Alba). That is how 
evident and custodial it all is: European funds, community work, 
educational programs. After all, El Vacie is the oldest slum settle-
ment in Europe.

18
 Yet, in spite of everything, these Gypsy women, 

nearly all Galician—or rather, Portuguese—in origin, are able 
to liberate us from the social-democratic comfort zone of social 
policies and confront us with a repertoire of gestures, words, 
and attitudes that both cling to and release themselves from the 
Second Republic’s Misiones Pedagógicas (Pedagogical Missions), 
La Barraca, the charity work of the Sección Femenina (Women’s 
Section) of the Falange, and the social propaganda of the Sección 
de Arte (Art Section) of the Falangists of the Sindicato Español 
Universitario (Spanish University Union, or SEU).

And so on up to our own day. For the fact is that the Gypsy 
women are staging Fuente Ovejuna, and they have a problem. Well, 
not so much the Gypsies themselves as the team looking after 
them, who assist them and work with them, and know they can 
easily be misinterpreted. Yet again, is this a social drama in which 
the Gypsies are the people to be emancipated? Are their housing 
problems going to be solved Fuente Ovejuna-style?

19
 The truth 

of the matter is that the people’s shout of self-accusation in the 
play as the sovereign actor in political events (“It was Fuente-
ovejuna, my Lord!” or “Fuenteovejuna, all as one!”), that slogan 
invoked so often as an argument for solidarity and communism, 
that collective cry has in recent years, indeed decades, been for-
mulated, spat out, and proclaimed as a self-protecting assump-
tion of guilt by a variety of criminal communities involved in the 
modern pogroms or raids carried out all over Spain—yes, Spain—
against Gypsies, Moroccans, or Senegalese.

20
 Every time Gypsies 

18
 TNT – El Vacie, Fuente Ovejuna, directed by Pepa Gamboa (Seville: Centro 
de Arte y Producciones Teatrales, 2016), available at http://www.atalaya-
tnt.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Catalogo-Fuente-Ovejuna.pdf 
(accessed December 3, 2016).

19
 Jesús Iribarren, ¿Qué hacemos con los gitanos? (Madrid: Ediciones Pauli-
nas, 1991).

20
 Tomás Calvo Buezas, ¿España racista? Voces payas sobre los gitanos (Barce-
lona: Anthropos, 1990).
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La mar, cubierta de sangre;
Los montes, echando humo;
El inglés, tirando bombas;
Y España, ¡rumbo que rumbo!

(The sea, covered with blood;
The hills, belching smoke;
The English, tossing bombs;
And Spain, straight on under the yoke!) 

Popular lyric, José Luis Ortiz Nuevo, Pensamiento político en el cante 
flamenco (Antología de textos desde los orígenes a 1936), 1985

Humor is not a mood but a way of looking at the world. So if it is 
correct to say that humor was stamped out in Nazi Germany, that 
does not mean that people were not in good spirits, or anything of 
that sort, but something much deeper and more important.

Ludwig Wittgenstein, Vermischte Bemerkungen (Culture and Value), 
no. 447, 1948

“I swear to God we women alone / shall make those tyrants pay /
for our indignities, and bill / those traitors for our blood. / And 
you, you effete effeminates, / I sentence to be stoned / as spinsters, 
pansies, queens and cowards, / and forced henceforth to wear /  
our bonnets and our overskirts, / with painted, powdered faces!”1  

1 “¡Vive Dios, que he de trazar / que solas mujeres cobren  / la honra de estos 
tiranos, / la sangre de estos traidores, /  y que os han de tirar piedras /
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mourning that was still pending. Fairgrounds could well have 
been spectral places in the postwar period, where, to borrow 
the Derridian notion of “hauntology,”

33
 temporality is “out of 

joint,” drawing together that which “is neither living nor dead, 
present nor absent.”

34
 These are places where exorcism is pos-

sible, not so much to drive away the specters as to learn to live 
with them and give them their right to memory and reparation. 
In fact, much of the cultural production of the postwar period 
can be interpreted from this theoretical angle, for, as Labanyi 
argues, the losers of history, “those who were not allowed to 
leave a trace on the historical stage do leave their trace in the 
cultural arena.”

35

33
 By opposition with ontology, the discourse on being or the essence of 
life and death, Derrida proposes “hauntology,” an ontology haunted by 
“ghosts.” Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work 
of Mourning, and the New International, trans. Peggy Kamuf (New York: 
Routledge, 1994), 10.

34
 Ibid., 63.

35
 Jo Labanyi, “Introduction: Engaging with Ghosts, or, Theorizing Cul-
ture in Modern Spain,” in Constructing Identity in Contemporary Spain: 
Theoretical Debates and Cultural Practice, ed. Jo Labanyi (Oxford and New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 6.
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La casa de Bernarda Alba (The House of Bernarda Alba). That is how 
evident and custodial it all is: European funds, community work, 
educational programs. After all, El Vacie is the oldest slum settle-
ment in Europe.

18
 Yet, in spite of everything, these Gypsy women, 

nearly all Galician—or rather, Portuguese—in origin, are able 
to liberate us from the social-democratic comfort zone of social 
policies and confront us with a repertoire of gestures, words, 
and attitudes that both cling to and release themselves from the 
Second Republic’s Misiones Pedagógicas (Pedagogical Missions), 
La Barraca, the charity work of the Sección Femenina (Women’s 
Section) of the Falange, and the social propaganda of the Sección 
de Arte (Art Section) of the Falangists of the Sindicato Español 
Universitario (Spanish University Union, or SEU).

And so on up to our own day. For the fact is that the Gypsy 
women are staging Fuente Ovejuna, and they have a problem. Well, 
not so much the Gypsies themselves as the team looking after 
them, who assist them and work with them, and know they can 
easily be misinterpreted. Yet again, is this a social drama in which 
the Gypsies are the people to be emancipated? Are their housing 
problems going to be solved Fuente Ovejuna-style?

19
 The truth 

of the matter is that the people’s shout of self-accusation in the 
play as the sovereign actor in political events (“It was Fuente-
ovejuna, my Lord!” or “Fuenteovejuna, all as one!”), that slogan 
invoked so often as an argument for solidarity and communism, 
that collective cry has in recent years, indeed decades, been for-
mulated, spat out, and proclaimed as a self-protecting assump-
tion of guilt by a variety of criminal communities involved in the 
modern pogroms or raids carried out all over Spain—yes, Spain—
against Gypsies, Moroccans, or Senegalese.

20
 Every time Gypsies 

18
 TNT – El Vacie, Fuente Ovejuna, directed by Pepa Gamboa (Seville: Centro 
de Arte y Producciones Teatrales, 2016), available at http://www.atalaya-
tnt.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Catalogo-Fuente-Ovejuna.pdf 
(accessed December 3, 2016).

19
 Jesús Iribarren, ¿Qué hacemos con los gitanos? (Madrid: Ediciones Pauli-
nas, 1991).

20
 Tomás Calvo Buezas, ¿España racista? Voces payas sobre los gitanos (Barce-
lona: Anthropos, 1990).
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called it, a “livable life.”49 The study of the visual and artistic 
culture of that decade also raises an idea we consider essential 
for life and the writing of history: that even though people found 
themselves in a totalitarian dictatorship, there were possibilities 
for self-determination and for control over one’s life. These are 
the artful ruses of the pariahs, hard to locate in the multilayered 
past, but fundamental for the generation of a new narrative of 
resilient tactics arising from the cultural space.

49 Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The Power of Mourning and Violence (London 
and New York: Verso, 2004), xv.
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A woman puts the men of the town firmly in their place. Her honor 
has been outraged, and she demands vengeance. The towns-
people rise up in arms! The commander, a vile man, is executed 
by the common folk, who vent their fury on all that his power 
represents. Finally, the king, acting as judge, accords peace in 
the village and restores its lost dignity. This exemplary tale of 
emancipation is, historically at least, a true one. And yet with 
the passage of time, Lope de Vega’s words sound old-fashioned, 
strange, ridiculous. What kind of an insult is “queens” (amuje-
rados)? How affected is that reference to “half men” (medio hom-
bres)? What guffaws greeted that “pansies” (maricones)?2

During the Spanish Civil War, Lope de Vega’s Fuenteovejuna 
was performed both in Republican Spain—in theaters as well as in 
the agitprop of the front—and as Fascist propaganda.3 Max Aub, 
writing from Paris, specifically recommended that the drama 
and its theme of honor be shown contextualized in the service 
of the cause.4 The revival of Fuenteovejuna in Madrid had been 
a great success, and Aub proposed its expansion to the theaters 
of Barcelona and Valencia. Teatros Católicos in Mallorca and 
the Falangists in Huelva also turned to Lope’s play to reaffirm the 
popular character of their fight.5 Similarly, Calderón’s El alcalde 
de Zalamea and Cervantes’s El cerco de Numancia were staged by 
Rafael Alberti and the Teatro de Guerrillas, while both authors 

hilanderas, maricones, / amujerados, cobardes, / y que mañana os ador-
nen / nuestras tocas y basquiñas, / solimanes y colores!” Lope de Vega, 
Fuente Ovejuna, trans. Victor Dixon (Warminster: Aris and Phillips, 1991), 
169–71.

2 Julio González Ruíz, Amistades peligrosas. El discurso homoerótico en el teatro 
de Lope de Vega (New York: Peter Lang, 2009).

3 Nigel Dennis and Emilio Peral Vega, eds., Teatro de la Guerra Civil: el bando 
republicano and Teatro de la Guerra Civil: el bando nacional, Colección 
Espiral (Madrid: Editorial Fundamentos, 2009 and 2010).

4 Mario Martín Gijón, “El teatro durante la Guerra Civil Española en el 
frente y la retaguardia de la zona republicana,” Lectura y signo. Revista de 
Literatura (Universidad de León) no. 6 (2011).

5 Nelly Álvarez González, “El teatro como arma de combate durante la gue-
rra civil en la España sublevada (Valladolid, 1936–1939),” Revista Universi-
taria de Historia Militar (Valladolid) 2, no. 4 (2013).

Pedro G. Romero

34

This phantasmagorical presence is also clear in some of 
the practices of those who remained. One eloquent example is 
Rafael Zabaleta’s series of drawings Los sueños en Quesada (The 
Dreams in Quesada). Executed in black India ink applied with a 
brush, the drawings are, in the artist’s own words, “inspired by 
childhood and dreams.”

36
 Zabaleta, like Centelles, suffered re-

pression under the dictatorship after the end of the Civil War.
37

 
As Molins indicates, the painter had to dissemble, hiding his 
work dating from the 1930s and the wartime years. Los sueños 
en Quesada are interpreted by this author as cryptic, with the 
world of references to Ernstian collage providing an enigmatic 

36
 Rafael Zabaleta, letter to his friend Cesáreo Rodríguez Aguilera. See 
Los sueños de Quesada de Rafael Zabaleta (Huesca: Fundación Zabaleta, 
[2007]), 10.

37
 As Luis Jesús Garzón Cobo relates, Zabaleta suffered persecution and 
the expropriation of his possessions at the start of the conflict owing to 
his alleged opposition to the Republican government. At the end of the 
war, the repression was even harsher. He was denounced, arrested, and 
tried for his opposition, likewise alleged, to the new dictatorial regime. 
Luis Jesús Garzón Cobo, Rafael Zabaleta 1936–1940. Documentos para su 
biografía (Úbeda: Ayuntamiento de Quesada, 2008), 13.
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permanent collection for them, since it so happens that Tuesday, 
their weekly day of rest from their theatrical show, also happens 
to be the day the museum is closed. The Gypsies live in El Vacie, 
a sprawling area of slums behind the city cemetery in Seville. 
This agglomeration of shacks and prefabricated houses lies in 
the district of Macarena Norte, near Pino Montano. The group 
was invited by TNT (Territorio Nuevos Tiempos, or Territory of 
New Times), a theatrical research center, and the director Pepa 
Gamboa to work on a version of Fuente Ovejuna following the 
long run enjoyed by their production of Federico García Lorca’s 

Silly Laughter
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also featured in the repertoire of the company La Tarumba or 
the Teatro Nacional de Falange.6 Miguel Hernández had drawn 
inspiration from Lope’s Fuenteovejuna for his revolutionary play 
El labrador de más aire.7 Erwin Piscator had been proposed by the 
theater company La Barraca during the war as a possible direc-
tor for Lope’s classic,8 and the idea was taken up again, though 
unsuccessfully, during a later visit to Barcelona, when a version 
of the play was being prepared for the commercial theater.9

However, Max Aub’s call to perform Fuenteovejuna ran into 
controversy in the Republican Pavilion at the 1937 International 
Ex position in Paris. In the central courtyard, next to the room 
that housed Picasso’s Guernica, it was planned to stage a large ex-
cerpt of the version and translation of Lope’s play by Jean Cassou 
and Jean Camp, which faithfully followed the staging proposed 
by Federico García Lorca and La Barraca, along with the popular 
songs they had included. The performance finally took place at 
the Théâtre du Peuple in Paris, directed by Henri Lesieur and 
intended also as a tribute to the assassinated poet Lorca. The fact 
that the version chosen was La Barraca’s turned out to be one 
reason for Josep Renau’s opposition to this production of Fuente-
ovejuna, since besides a certain patriotic ruralism, hard to de-
fine ideologically, it also added inadmissible “Andalusianisms” 
derived from popular folklore.10 The important precedent of the 
production of El cerco de Numancia with set designs by André 

6 Luis Miguel Gómez Díaz, Teatro para una guerra (1936–1939). Textos y 
documentos (Madrid: Centro de Documentación Teatral, Ministerio de 
Cultura, 2006).

7 Gabriel Insausti, Miguel Hernández: la invención de una leyenda. Lopismo 
y popularismo en “El labrador de más aire” (Alicante: Instituto de Cultura 
Juan Gil-Albert, 2013).

8 César de Vicente Hernando, “Piscator y el teatro revolucionario en la 
primera mitad del siglo XX en España,” Teatro. Revista de Estudios Teatrales 
(Alcalá de Henares), no. 1 (1992): 123–40.

9 Francesc Foguet i Boreu, ed., Teatre en temps de guerra i revolució (1936–
1939) (Lleida: Punctum/Memorial democratic; Barcelona: Departament 
d’Interior, Generalitat de Catalunya, 2008).

10 José Monleón, “El Mono Azul”. Teatro de urgencia y Romancero de la guerra 
civil (Madrid: Ayuso, 1979).
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where the events related in Lope de Vega’s drama may well have 
actually occurred.

16

In his examination of the topic we have been discussing, the 
critic Luis Araujo-Costa remarked specifically upon the Marxist 
and socialist tendency to play down the king’s justice and turn 
the play into an exhibition of the people’s power and potency, 
confusing the people with the mass and the population with the 
crowd. And in the controversies of both 1935 and 1938, Ernesto 
Giménez Caballero, a figure by no means suspect of any strain of 
Marxism or socialism, noted that future revolutionary disorder 
was implicit in any representation of the people adulterated with 
popular habits, folklore, and Andalusian or Gypsy clichés.

17
 Ex-

aggerating attributes, Giménez Caballero went so far as to assert 
in 1963 that what had really finished Federico García Lorca was 
his fascination for the common people, the down-and-outs, and 
the Gypsies, which had robbed him of his status as a young bour-
geois gentleman and led him to make promises of emancipation to 
those who could only seek his ruin. Giménez Caballero believed 
that one of the principal struggles of the new National-Catholic 
state was to “nationalize” those popular entrails, regenerate the 
mob, and make a people out of the populace. It is curious that he 
even wanted to regenerate the Gypsies themselves by freeing them 
from myths like that of Prosper Mérimée’s Carmen, extirpating 
their “flamenco vulgarity” and, in a flight of delirium, warning 
that the fascination of tourists for flamenco song and “Gypsying” 
should not be allowed to encourage further penetration of what 
he calls the “Afro-Asian” and “Sovieticizing” germ.

 ***

On their day off, a group of Gypsy actresses visits the Museo Reina 
Sofía in Madrid. The management has organized this tour of the 

16
 Francesc Foguet, Margarida Xirgu. Cartografia d’un mite. De Badalona a 
Punta Ballena (Badalona: Museu de Badalona, 2010).

17
 Ernesto Giménez Caballero, Genio hispánico y mestizaje (Madrid: Editora 
Nacional, 1965).
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Masson, which had such a great influence on Picasso’s Guernica 
itself, did not prove sufficient to ensure the success of the presen-
tation of La Barraca’s Fuenteovejuna. Moreover, the production at 
the Théâtre du Peuple aroused some controversy in French aca-
demic circles. The version was decried as a communist pamphlet, 
and it was emphatically claimed that the manipulation of Lope’s 
text made a travesty of the play. The administration of justice by 
the king was virtually made to disappear, and the whole process 
was transferred to a people in constant revolution, an evident 
historical anachronism in the Spain of the Catholic Monarchs, 
the Inquisition, and the Black Legend. Nevertheless, Max Aub 
stuck to his theme, and in 1938 he made special mention of that 
production: “Fuenteovejuna brings to the fore the tradition we are 
defending, the reason and justice of our cause, and the certainty 
of our victory: a perjurer or a clique can do nothing, and never 
could, against a whole people.”11

The key notion was that of a “people.” Years earlier, a pro-
duction of the play had been directed in the Soviet Union by 
Anatoly Lunacharsky, and Spain’s progressive intellectuals had 
hailed the initiative: the transformation of the text into a revolu-
tionary tract; the suppression of god’s justice and the value of the 
monarchy; and the “invention” of a universal and internationalist 
people that, in taking justice into its own hands, manifests itself 
as a notion of sovereignty, a sovereign nation, the very expres-
sion of the people itself. Indeed, Lorca’s version for La Barraca 
followed this path, as did Alberti’s El cerco de Numancia and  
the works of Max Aub and Miguel Hernández cited above.12 In the 
middle of the Civil War, Esteban Calle Iturrino, a polemicist with 
Nationalist sympathies, had virulently defended the restitution of 
the true Fuenteovejuna by Lope de Vega, showing the real Spanish 

11 Max Aub, “El estreno de Fuenteovejuna en París,” La Vanguardia, February 
18, 1938, 3; cited in Emilio Peral Vega, Retablos de agitación política. Nuevas 
aproximaciones al teatro de la Guerra Civil española (Madrid: Iberoameri-
cana; Frankfurt am Main: Vervuert, 2013).

12 Andrés Trapiello, Las armas y las letras. Literatura y guerra civil (1936–1939) 
(Barcelona: Planeta, 1994).
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people free of Marxist interpretations.
13
 Calle Iturrino’s attack is 

deployed along ideological lines, arguing that the application of 
a social justice freeing the common people from the unjust and 
barbarous feudal regime could only be brought about by the abso-
lutist state of the Spanish monarchy, accounting precisely for the 
identification between people and absolutist state as two sides of 
the same mirror. Aesthetically, however, the opposition of “cas-
tle” and “ruin” is also presented as a double image, a dual condi-
tion of the forms of the people and the rabble. Corresponding to 
the first of these, the people, was a stage design governed by the 
idea of a fortification, palace, or casbah, set against the Marxist 
abuse of the ruin in representation of the mob. This is evidently 
in reference to the propaganda landscape of the ongoing war—the 
text appeared in 1938—and the representation of the castle and 
the church as against the ruins of the rabble and its iconoclastic 
hordes. The Teatro de Guerrilla, it is true, used the occasional 
papier mâché ruin from an old performance of El cerco de Numancia 
in its productions, owing above all to a certain economy of means 
habitual in wartime. This is illustrated by the success of Sigfrido 
Burmann’s stage designs for a 1944 production of Fuenteovejuna 
directed by Cayetano Luca de Tena,

14
 fundamentally a plagiarism 

of the one that had been staged by Cipriano Rivas Cherif, then a 
prisoner at El Dueso after being turned over to Franco’s govern-
ment by the Gestapo, for Margarita Xirgu’s company in 1935.

15
 On 

this occasion, Burmann used platforms and gangways with im-
ages of royal palaces, such as that of Charles V at the Alhambra in 
Granada, or the façade of the town hall of Fuenteovejuna (today 
Fuente Obejuna), the legendary town in the province of Córdoba 

13
 José María Martínez Cachero, Liras entre lanzas. Historia de la literatura 
“nacional” en la Guerra Civil (Madrid: Editorial Castalia, 2009).

14
 Esmeralda Serrano Molero, Guest Piece. Sigfrido Burman: Model for Fuen-
teovejuna, 1944, exh. brochure, Casa Museo Lope de Vega (Madrid: Publi-
caciones del Museo Nacional de Teatro, 2016), available online at http://
casamuseolopedevega.org/images/PDF/Hoja_Sala_Piezainvitada_
FUENTEOVEJUNAdef.pdf (accessed December 3, 2016).

15
 María del Carmen Gil Fombellida, Rivas Cherif, Margarita Xirgu y el teatro 
de la II República (Madrid: Editorial Fundamentos, 2003).

Silly Laughter



45

people free of Marxist interpretations.13 Calle Iturrino’s attack is 
deployed along ideological lines, arguing that the application of 
a social justice freeing the common people from the unjust and 
barbarous feudal regime could only be brought about by the abso-
lutist state of the Spanish monarchy, accounting precisely for the 
identification between people and absolutist state as two sides of 
the same mirror. Aesthetically, however, the opposition of “cas-
tle” and “ruin” is also presented as a double image, a dual condi-
tion of the forms of the people and the rabble. Corresponding to 
the first of these, the people, was a stage design governed by the 
idea of a fortification, palace, or casbah, set against the Marxist 
abuse of the ruin in representation of the mob. This is evidently 
in reference to the propaganda landscape of the ongoing war—the 
text appeared in 1938—and the representation of the castle and 
the church as against the ruins of the rabble and its iconoclastic 
hordes. The Teatro de Guerrilla, it is true, used the occasional 
papier mâché ruin from an old performance of El cerco de Numancia 
in its productions, owing above all to a certain economy of means 
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of the one that had been staged by Cipriano Rivas Cherif, then a 
prisoner at El Dueso after being turned over to Franco’s govern-
ment by the Gestapo, for Margarita Xirgu’s company in 1935.15 On 
this occasion, Burmann used platforms and gangways with im-
ages of royal palaces, such as that of Charles V at the Alhambra in 
Granada, or the façade of the town hall of Fuenteovejuna (today 
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“nacional” en la Guerra Civil (Madrid: Editorial Castalia, 2009).
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15 María del Carmen Gil Fombellida, Rivas Cherif, Margarita Xirgu y el teatro 
de la II República (Madrid: Editorial Fundamentos, 2003).
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also featured in the repertoire of the company La Tarumba or 
the Teatro Nacional de Falange.

6
 Miguel Hernández had drawn 

inspiration from Lope’s Fuenteovejuna for his revolutionary play 
El labrador de más aire.

7
 Erwin Piscator had been proposed by the 

theater company La Barraca during the war as a possible direc-
tor for Lope’s classic,

8
 and the idea was taken up again, though 

unsuccessfully, during a later visit to Barcelona, when a version 
of the play was being prepared for the commercial theater.

9

However, Max Aub’s call to perform Fuenteovejuna ran into 
controversy in the Republican Pavilion at the 1937 International 
Ex position in Paris. In the central courtyard, next to the room 
that housed Picasso’s Guernica, it was planned to stage a large ex-
cerpt of the version and translation of Lope’s play by Jean Cassou 
and Jean Camp, which faithfully followed the staging proposed 
by Federico García Lorca and La Barraca, along with the popular 
songs they had included. The performance finally took place at 
the Théâtre du Peuple in Paris, directed by Henri Lesieur and 
intended also as a tribute to the assassinated poet Lorca. The fact 
that the version chosen was La Barraca’s turned out to be one 
reason for Josep Renau’s opposition to this production of Fuente-
ovejuna, since besides a certain patriotic ruralism, hard to de-
fine ideologically, it also added inadmissible “Andalusianisms” 
derived from popular folklore.

10
 The important precedent of the 

production of El cerco de Numancia with set designs by André 

6
 Luis Miguel Gómez Díaz, Teatro para una guerra (1936–1939). Textos y 
documentos (Madrid: Centro de Documentación Teatral, Ministerio de 
Cultura, 2006).

7
 Gabriel Insausti, Miguel Hernández: la invención de una leyenda. Lopismo 
y popularismo en “El labrador de más aire” (Alicante: Instituto de Cultura 
Juan Gil-Albert, 2013).

8
 César de Vicente Hernando, “Piscator y el teatro revolucionario en la 
primera mitad del siglo XX en España,” Teatro. Revista de Estudios Teatrales 
(Alcalá de Henares), no. 1 (1992): 123–40.

9
 Francesc Foguet i Boreu, ed., Teatre en temps de guerra i revolució (1936–
1939) (Lleida: Punctum/Memorial democratic; Barcelona: Departament 
d’Interior, Generalitat de Catalunya, 2008).

10
 José Monleón, “El Mono Azul”. Teatro de urgencia y Romancero de la guerra 
civil (Madrid: Ayuso, 1979).
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where the events related in Lope de Vega’s drama may well have 
actually occurred.16

In his examination of the topic we have been discussing, the 
critic Luis Araujo-Costa remarked specifically upon the Marxist 
and socialist tendency to play down the king’s justice and turn 
the play into an exhibition of the people’s power and potency, 
confusing the people with the mass and the population with the 
crowd. And in the controversies of both 1935 and 1938, Ernesto 
Giménez Caballero, a figure by no means suspect of any strain of 
Marxism or socialism, noted that future revolutionary disorder 
was implicit in any representation of the people adulterated with 
popular habits, folklore, and Andalusian or Gypsy clichés.17 Ex-
aggerating attributes, Giménez Caballero went so far as to assert 
in 1963 that what had really finished Federico García Lorca was 
his fascination for the common people, the down-and-outs, and 
the Gypsies, which had robbed him of his status as a young bour-
geois gentleman and led him to make promises of emancipation to 
those who could only seek his ruin. Giménez Caballero believed 
that one of the principal struggles of the new National-Catholic 
state was to “nationalize” those popular entrails, regenerate the 
mob, and make a people out of the populace. It is curious that he 
even wanted to regenerate the Gypsies themselves by freeing them 
from myths like that of Prosper Mérimée’s Carmen, extirpating 
their “flamenco vulgarity” and, in a flight of delirium, warning 
that the fascination of tourists for flamenco song and “Gypsying” 
should not be allowed to encourage further penetration of what 
he calls the “Afro-Asian” and “Sovieticizing” germ.

 ***

On their day off, a group of Gypsy actresses visits the Museo Reina 
Sofía in Madrid. The management has organized this tour of the 

16 Francesc Foguet, Margarida Xirgu. Cartografia d’un mite. De Badalona a 
Punta Ballena (Badalona: Museu de Badalona, 2010).

17 Ernesto Giménez Caballero, Genio hispánico y mestizaje (Madrid: Editora 
Nacional, 1965).
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called it, a “livable life.”
49

 The study of the visual and artistic 
culture of that decade also raises an idea we consider essential 
for life and the writing of history: that even though people found 
themselves in a totalitarian dictatorship, there were possibilities 
for self-determination and for control over one’s life. These are 
the artful ruses of the pariahs, hard to locate in the multilayered 
past, but fundamental for the generation of a new narrative of 
resilient tactics arising from the cultural space.

49
 Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The Power of Mourning and Violence (London 
and New York: Verso, 2004), xv.
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A woman puts the men of the town firmly in their place. Her honor 
has been outraged, and she demands vengeance. The towns-
people rise up in arms! The commander, a vile man, is executed 
by the common folk, who vent their fury on all that his power 
represents. Finally, the king, acting as judge, accords peace in 
the village and restores its lost dignity. This exemplary tale of 
emancipation is, historically at least, a true one. And yet with 
the passage of time, Lope de Vega’s words sound old-fashioned, 
strange, ridiculous. What kind of an insult is “queens” (amuje-
rados)? How affected is that reference to “half men” (medio hom-
bres)? What guffaws greeted that “pansies” (maricones)?

2

During the Spanish Civil War, Lope de Vega’s Fuenteovejuna 
was performed both in Republican Spain—in theaters as well as in 
the agitprop of the front—and as Fascist propaganda.

3
 Max Aub, 

writing from Paris, specifically recommended that the drama 
and its theme of honor be shown contextualized in the service 
of the cause.

4
 The revival of Fuenteovejuna in Madrid had been 

a great success, and Aub proposed its expansion to the theaters 
of Barcelona and Valencia. Teatros Católicos in Mallorca and 
the Falangists in Huelva also turned to Lope’s play to reaffirm the 
popular character of their fight.

5
 Similarly, Calderón’s El alcalde 

de Zalamea and Cervantes’s El cerco de Numancia were staged by 
Rafael Alberti and the Teatro de Guerrillas, while both authors 

hilanderas, maricones, / amujerados, cobardes, / y que mañana os ador-
nen / nuestras tocas y basquiñas, / solimanes y colores!” Lope de Vega, 
Fuente Ovejuna, trans. Victor Dixon (Warminster: Aris and Phillips, 1991), 
169–71.

2
 Julio González Ruíz, Amistades peligrosas. El discurso homoerótico en el teatro 
de Lope de Vega (New York: Peter Lang, 2009).

3
 Nigel Dennis and Emilio Peral Vega, eds., Teatro de la Guerra Civil: el bando 
republicano and Teatro de la Guerra Civil: el bando nacional, Colección 
Espiral (Madrid: Editorial Fundamentos, 2009 and 2010).

4
 Mario Martín Gijón, “El teatro durante la Guerra Civil Española en el 
frente y la retaguardia de la zona republicana,” Lectura y signo. Revista de 
Literatura (Universidad de León) no. 6 (2011).

5
 Nelly Álvarez González, “El teatro como arma de combate durante la gue-
rra civil en la España sublevada (Valladolid, 1936–1939),” Revista Universi-
taria de Historia Militar (Valladolid) 2, no. 4 (2013).
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This phantasmagorical presence is also clear in some of 
the practices of those who remained. One eloquent example is 
Rafael Zabaleta’s series of drawings Los sueños en Quesada (The 
Dreams in Quesada). Executed in black India ink applied with a 
brush, the drawings are, in the artist’s own words, “inspired by 
childhood and dreams.”36 Zabaleta, like Centelles, suffered re-
pression under the dictatorship after the end of the Civil War.37 
As Molins indicates, the painter had to dissemble, hiding his 
work dating from the 1930s and the wartime years. Los sueños 
en Quesada are interpreted by this author as cryptic, with the 
world of references to Ernstian collage providing an enigmatic 

36 Rafael Zabaleta, letter to his friend Cesáreo Rodríguez Aguilera. See 
Los sueños de Quesada de Rafael Zabaleta (Huesca: Fundación Zabaleta, 
[2007]), 10.

37 As Luis Jesús Garzón Cobo relates, Zabaleta suffered persecution and 
the expropriation of his possessions at the start of the conflict owing to 
his alleged opposition to the Republican government. At the end of the 
war, the repression was even harsher. He was denounced, arrested, and 
tried for his opposition, likewise alleged, to the new dictatorial regime. 
Luis Jesús Garzón Cobo, Rafael Zabaleta 1936–1940. Documentos para su 
biografía (Úbeda: Ayuntamiento de Quesada, 2008), 13.
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permanent collection for them, since it so happens that Tuesday, 
their weekly day of rest from their theatrical show, also happens 
to be the day the museum is closed. The Gypsies live in El Vacie, 
a sprawling area of slums behind the city cemetery in Seville. 
This agglomeration of shacks and prefabricated houses lies in 
the district of Macarena Norte, near Pino Montano. The group 
was invited by TNT (Territorio Nuevos Tiempos, or Territory of 
New Times), a theatrical research center, and the director Pepa 
Gamboa to work on a version of Fuente Ovejuna following the 
long run enjoyed by their production of Federico García Lorca’s 
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mourning that was still pending. Fairgrounds could well have 
been spectral places in the postwar period, where, to borrow 
the Derridian notion of “hauntology,”33 temporality is “out of 
joint,” drawing together that which “is neither living nor dead, 
present nor absent.”34 These are places where exorcism is pos-
sible, not so much to drive away the specters as to learn to live 
with them and give them their right to memory and reparation. 
In fact, much of the cultural production of the postwar period 
can be interpreted from this theoretical angle, for, as Labanyi 
argues, the losers of history, “those who were not allowed to 
leave a trace on the historical stage do leave their trace in the 
cultural arena.”35

33 By opposition with ontology, the discourse on being or the essence of 
life and death, Derrida proposes “hauntology,” an ontology haunted by 
“ghosts.” Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work 
of Mourning, and the New International, trans. Peggy Kamuf (New York: 
Routledge, 1994), 10.

34 Ibid., 63.
35 Jo Labanyi, “Introduction: Engaging with Ghosts, or, Theorizing Cul-

ture in Modern Spain,” in Constructing Identity in Contemporary Spain: 
Theoretical Debates and Cultural Practice, ed. Jo Labanyi (Oxford and New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 6.
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La casa de Bernarda Alba (The House of Bernarda Alba). That is how 
evident and custodial it all is: European funds, community work, 
educational programs. After all, El Vacie is the oldest slum settle-
ment in Europe.18 Yet, in spite of everything, these Gypsy women, 
nearly all Galician—or rather, Portuguese—in origin, are able 
to liberate us from the social-democratic comfort zone of social 
policies and confront us with a repertoire of gestures, words, 
and attitudes that both cling to and release themselves from the 
Second Republic’s Misiones Pedagógicas (Pedagogical Missions), 
La Barraca, the charity work of the Sección Femenina (Women’s 
Section) of the Falange, and the social propaganda of the Sección 
de Arte (Art Section) of the Falangists of the Sindicato Español 
Universitario (Spanish University Union, or SEU).

And so on up to our own day. For the fact is that the Gypsy 
women are staging Fuente Ovejuna, and they have a problem. Well, 
not so much the Gypsies themselves as the team looking after 
them, who assist them and work with them, and know they can 
easily be misinterpreted. Yet again, is this a social drama in which 
the Gypsies are the people to be emancipated? Are their housing 
problems going to be solved Fuente Ovejuna-style?19 The truth 
of the matter is that the people’s shout of self-accusation in the 
play as the sovereign actor in political events (“It was Fuente-
ovejuna, my Lord!” or “Fuenteovejuna, all as one!”), that slogan 
invoked so often as an argument for solidarity and communism, 
that collective cry has in recent years, indeed decades, been for-
mulated, spat out, and proclaimed as a self-protecting assump-
tion of guilt by a variety of criminal communities involved in the 
modern pogroms or raids carried out all over Spain—yes, Spain—
against Gypsies, Moroccans, or Senegalese.20 Every time Gypsies 

18 TNT – El Vacie, Fuente Ovejuna, directed by Pepa Gamboa (Seville: Centro 
de Arte y Producciones Teatrales, 2016), available at http://www.atalaya-
tnt.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Catalogo-Fuente-Ovejuna.pdf 
(accessed December 3, 2016).

19 Jesús Iribarren, ¿Qué hacemos con los gitanos? (Madrid: Ediciones Pauli-
nas, 1991).

20 Tomás Calvo Buezas, ¿España racista? Voces payas sobre los gitanos (Barce-
lona: Anthropos, 1990).
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In The Golden Bough, James George Frazer describes the 
mythological origin of many of these superstitions,

40
 which cer-

tainly existed before the arrival of the Gypsies. So too did the 
heightened notion of “fear,” with which the desire to know in 
advance is connected to, and finds its origin in, Frazer says, sed-
entary peoples who live in changing climates, with no clearly 
regular seasonal change, so that they cannot know exactly wheth-
er to expect a monsoon or the disappearance of the sun from 
the sky for months. The fact is that such “fear” fills magicians, 
witches, sibyls, soothsayers, and necromancers with attributes. 
It is indisputable, however, that in the more or less mythological 
descriptions of the first arrivals of bands of wandering Gypsies in 
Paris or Barcelona, the people are said to have had gone flocking 
owing to the fame that had preceded them for their knowledge of 
the divinatory arts.

Evidently, the drift of Cristóbal Serra’s talk at the Wittgenstein 
House had to do with a famous essay by the Austrian philosopher,

41
 

his Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough, a book in which the English 
mythographer’s positivist theses come in for a sound drubbing.

42
 

Frazer’s text, Wittgenstein says, has descriptive value, but his 
considerations on the backward or rudimentary nature of magic 
thought are totally mistaken. Any science feeds off its own expli-
catory principles, and observations of cause and effect further-
more predicate the same in tribal rituals as they do in logical or 
philological analysis. Wittgenstein’s critique also ravages Frazer’s 
tendency toward infantilism in his descriptions of ancient magic 
and rituals, since the discourses of Plato or Schopenhauer could 
basically be simplified just as easily. A certain paternalism, a cer-
tain superiority of logical positivism over other forms of knowl-
edge, eventually exasperates Wittgenstein, who ends up giving 
Frazer no quarter. In reality, Wittgenstein thinks, renouncing 

40
 James Georges Frazer, The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion, 
2nd ed. (London: MacMillan, 1900).

41 
Cristóbal Serra, Efigies (Barcelona: Tusquets, 2002).

42
 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Bemerkung über Frazers Golden Bough / Remarks on 
Frazer’s Golden Bough, ed. Rush Rhees, trans. A. C. Miles (Doncaster: 
Brynmill Press, 1991).
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the original qualities of myths and folk tales merely impoverishes 
our understanding of the world.

Serra recalls Wittgenstein’s criticism of Frazer in exactly 
these terms.

43
 He wonders why Juan Eduardo Cirlot,

44
 for instance, 

no longer takes into consideration the popular character of fair-
ground attractions, fortune telling, and rhythmic music, and gives 
them instead a symbolic and esoteric reading based on high culture 
and mystic exegesis. The people become a kind of primitive force 
subjected to theological interpretation. The wagon wheel, or sim-
ply the Roma symbol of the “wheel,” appears as the sign of Fortune, 
the metaphor for life and the passage of time, the eternal return 
and the infinite. In short, Sisyphus, the perpetuum mobile. The ter-
ror of the “witch’s train,” a famous Spanish fairground attraction, 
synthesizes and mirrors life’s deepest fears, of what is to come.

In the cultured readings by Ramón Gómez de la Serna, 
Sebastià Gasch, and Maruja Mallo of the circus and the popular 
culture of the fairground stall,

45
 Serra finds a kind of cordon sani-

taire. The people leave stains, the Gypsy leaves dirt, the prostitute 
leaves you marked with her smear of cheap lipstick. There is an 
attraction and a detachment. The praise, analysis, poetic musing, 
and unbridled eulogy to which this kind of more or less popular or 
underworld phenomenon is subjected should not, Serra says, be al-
lowed to hide the desire to domesticate them, dominate them, and 
make them digestible for the social body. The people arouse “fear.” 
It is evident that the experience of the Spanish Civil War, the tri-
umph of Fascism, and the social practice of National Catholicism 
induces such readings, or the revival of their precedents. The peo-
ple arouse fear but the people are necessary: How are we to make 
a people to our own measure? Early Francoism, with its policy of 
extermination and elimination of the other, sought nothing but 

43 
Cristóbal Serra, Retorno a Cotiledonia (Palma de Mallorca: La Vía Insólita, 
1989).

44
 Juan Eduardo Cirlot, Diccionario de los Ismos (Barcelona: Argos, 1949).

45 
Ramón Gómez de la Serna, El circo, cover by Bon, Colección Los Guasones 
(Valencia: Editorial Sempere, 1926); Sebastià Gasch, Barcelona de nit. El 
mon de l’espectacle (Barcelona: Editorial Selecta, 1957); Ramón Gómez de 
la Serna, Maruja Mallo, 1928–1942 (Buenos Aires: Losada, 1942).
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are expelled, their houses burned down, and any pretext—delin-
quency, dirtiness, vandalism—brandished as an excuse for get-
ting rid of them, the population that groups together in criminal 
acts against the Gypsies takes refuge in the common, in crime, 
criminals, the community: it must have been Fuenteovejuna!

In that case, “Fuenteovejuna, my Lord!” would surely sound 
more like a cry of hatred. But the Gypsy women understand it. 
They can see what the play is about, and what portrait it can or 
does paint. They know all about affronts, stained honor, and the 
solidarity of a community that exacts revenge in their name.21 
The origins of the vendetta and the settling of scores are not so 
very different.22 They also know that the law, the king’s old law 
that is now dispensed by democratic courts, will never restore to 
them their status as a community, because it necessarily lies on 
the edges of the cities,23 far from urban centers, distinguished by 
marginalization with no possibility of integrating, or a need not 
to integrate, into the main community,24 the “people.” It is pre-
cisely the one that takes them in and gives them work while also 
excluding them—or perhaps each excludes the other. And now it 
is attempting to integrate them with a stage play, trying to give 
them their place in the community, their place in that part of the 
people that it is their lot to be. It is a symbolic restitution. They 
have no political ground, no sovereignty, and are not of the com-
munity, but they are going to represent it and become its spokes-
person, its standard, the projection of an image.

We are going to visit the museum with them, and before 
they go inside and sit down in front of those castles and ruins, 
those bastions, fortresses, and battlements that are also Fuente-
ovejuna—the heroic image of the postwar Nationalist Spain of the 

21 Éric Fassin, Carine Fouteau, Serge Guichard, and Aurélie Windels, Roms 
& riverains. Une politique municipale de la race (Paris: La Fabrique Éditions, 
2014).

22 Leonardo Piasere, L’antiziganismo (Macerata: Quodlibet, 2015).
23 Olivier Razac, Barbed Wire: A Political History (2000), trans. Jonathan 

Kneight (New York: The New Press, 2002).
24 Beppe Rosso and Filippo Taricco, La città fragile (Turin: Bollati Borin-

ghieri, 2008).
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La Codorniz was the successor to La Ametralladora, a humor-
ous magazine that Tono and Mihura had put out under Nationalist 
supervision, and not infrequently with a vitriolic humor placed at 
the service of the Falange. Despite their political “commitment,” 
Tono’s photo-narratives and the exploits related by Mihura in 
María de la Hoz remain worthy discoveries.64 It is rather interesting 

64 Tono and Miguel Mihura, María de la Hoz (Valladolid: Ediciones Espa-
ñolas, 1938).
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Jan Yoors arrived at the belief that the Lowara, the Gypsy 
people he had traveled with, have no notion of the future like the 
one we payos, gachós, or gadjos have in Western Europe.

39
 Yoors un-

derstands that our obsession with the future, boosted moreover by 
Christian millenarianism, was used by the Gypsies as a rudimen-
tary way of earning a living. Their unfettered ability to anticipate 
events and talk of what is going to happen is proportional to their 
absolute lack of belief and their cultural disregard for whatever 
will happen tomorrow. The development of a magical thinking, 
then, has the character of a game, a sort of rule or development 
of the esoteric on the basis of the taboos, superstitions, and fears 
manifested by those who requested their predictions.

39
 Jan Yoors, Gypsies (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1967).
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that: the homogenization of the idea of a people, “one, great, and 
free.” But how to “clean” the people and give it “splendor”?

Esencia de verbena, an early work by José Caballero dating 
from 1935,

46
 already announces this turmoil of the senses. The cen-

ter of the drawing, which bears the same title as a short film on the 
nature of popular festivals by the proto-Fascist Ernesto Giménez 
Caballero,

47
 is occupied by the face of a man whose eyes are melt-

ing, altered by the sensory experience of the festivities. This is the 
disorder the avant-gardes tried, curiously, to mitigate with allusions 
to futuristic kineticisms, expressionist grotesquerie, and oneiric 
and psychoanalytical visions. I say “mitigate” because the aim of 
all these interpretations is none other than to dominate the dangers 
of the fairground and defeat them. In Cielo negro, Manuel Mur Oti’s 
1951 film,

48
 the verbena, or popular festival, resembles untamed na-

ture in its chaos and surrender to the irrational forces that domi-
nate us. The protagonist ends up lost, surrounded by dangers, and 
soaked by a storm in a sort of divine punishment that bursts on the 
people in their disorderly laughter and revelry.

Patricia Molins has said that theatricality, the double life, the 
need to hide the past and the status of everyone—from atheists and 
Communists to homosexuals—turns staging into a norm of the 
public space and the cultural regime.

49
 It is therefore quite logi-

cal to find a certain realism bursting forth in film and literature 
(and also in painting, for instance, if we are to seek an explana-
tion for the drift from surrealism toward realism and materialism 
of artists like Tàpies and Millares), a naturalism that includes a 

46
 Pedro G. Romero, Horacio Fernández, Nicolás Sánchez Durá, and Teresa 
Grandas, En el ojo de la batalla (Valencia: Universidad de Valencia, Colegio 
Mayor Rector Peset, Central de la República, 2002).

47
 Román Gubern, Proyector de luna. La generación del 27 y el cine (Barcelona: 
Tusquets, 2006).

48
 Nekane E. Zubiaur Gorozika, Anatomía de un cineasta pasional. El cine de 
Manuel Mur Oti (Santander: Shangrila, 2013).

49
 Patricia Molins, “Surrealismo: El fantasma en el armario,” in Campo 
cerrado. Arte y poder en la posguerra española, 1939–1953, ed. María Dolores 
Jiménez-Blanco, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía 
(Madrid: MNCARS, 2016), 74–77 (English: “Surrealism: The Ghost in 
the Wardrobe,” 366–68).

Pedro G. Romero

50

1940s, then victorious and still sinuously linked to us today—we 
must understand what kind of people they are, what equivoca-
tion of popular culture these Gypsy actresses represent as no one 
else does, given the “nobodies” they are.

Let us think for a moment about what Giorgio Agamben 
wrote on the significance of the word people in Italian (popolo), 
French (peuple), and Spanish (pueblo). It refers both to the sov-
ereign people, the downtrodden, and also the low life, the un-
derworld, the dregs of society that are excluded precisely by the 
people. “On the one hand lies the group People as an integral po-
litical body,” Agamben writes, “and on the other the subgroup 
people as a fragmentary multiplicity of needy and excluded bod-
ies; in the first case we find an inclusiveness that tries not to leave 
anything out, and in the second an exclusiveness that is evidently 
beyond hope; at one extreme, the total state of the integrated and 
sovereign citizens, and at the other the reservation—urban or 
rural slums—of the miserable, the oppressed, the defeated.”25 In 
his reasoning, of course, Agamben includes the Gypsies. In their 
bid to turn Germany into a single People, with a capital letter, the 
Nazis tried to exterminate the Roma people as well as the Jews, 
homosexuals, and other victims of exclusion, other peoples with 
a small p. Agamben does not rule out an updated version of his 
People/people dichotomy on the basis of the current development 
of liberal capitalism, with income and money, so-called well-
being, acting as a democratic stamp that includes those who have 
it within its sovereignty, and excludes those who do not.

In this sense, the symbolic plays a decisive role. In a differ-
ent text, Giorgio Agamben looks at the slangs spoken by many 
marginal groups of Gypsies.26 These spoken dialects are not ex-
actly Romany, nor are they the languages of the sovereign peoples 
they live alongside, but rather argots, diverse forms of spoken ex-
pression ranging from criminal slang to mere poetic expressions, 
like foreign poems. What Agamben points out is that if modern 

25 Giorgio Agamben, “La double identité du peuple,” Libération, February 
11, 1995.

26 Giorgio Agamben, “Le lingue e i popoli,” Luogo Comune, no. 1 (1990).
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the value of the scrawls and extravagances such institutions fre-
quently display in their rooms, but this skepticism is by no means 
a bad thing. Today’s informed public—what in the old days was 
called the cognoscieur—venerates and often sacralizes their con-
tents. But with this group, we’ll be all right. Nothing is going to 
frighten them, and they won’t even be surprised at the price of 
the bits and pieces, since many of them are scrap-metal dealers 
who know exactly where the technical prodigies sold in the 
department stores ultimately end up.

A blissful parenthesis before we begin the visit.  What fun those 
women had with the paintings and drawings of Nanda Papiri!62 The 
naive lines attracted a hint of mockery, but also admiration, a kind 
of spontaneous love for those little figures. And to go by the sheer 
volume of laughter and remarks, a certain sense of identification. 
Those paintings portrayed them. Juana María, one of the Gypsies, 
said they were the ones in the pictures, they were the drawings, 
and they had escaped from among all the inks and oils.

Miguel Mihura’s joke was also greeted with riotous laugh-
ter. We went inside the rooms of the museum and stood in front 
of it. It shows a lady in a fairground booth, with a bathing suit and 
a flower in her hair, who is showing her slender tattooed body to 
viewers. “Tell me, why does this lady have your portrait?” reads 
the caption under the drawing, which shows an overdressed 
woman in a hat pointing out the resemblance between her hus-
band, short and bandy-legged, and one of the pictures adorning 
the body of the tattooed female. There was also laughter at the 
drawing itself. In that area, which contained the drawings from 
the weekly magazine La Codorniz,63 from the Cubist synthesis of 
Mihura to the Surrealist alliteration of the collages of Enrique 
Herreros, humor naturalized the expressive discoveries of the 
artworks. They became what they really were, cartoon figures, 
whimsical and childish forms, mischievously free strokes that 
seemed consubstantial to the effort to make people laugh.

62 Ángel Crespo, Oda a Nanda Papiri (Cuenca: Col. La piedra que habla, 1959).
63 José Manuel Salcedo, ed., La Codorniz. Antología, 1941–1944, prologue by 

Chumy Chúmez (Madrid: Ediciones Arnao, 1987).
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primitivist exaltation of the life of the people as a way to shrug  
off the theatrical pantomimes of a political life that is morally and 
culturally so oppressive. Curiously, the writer Rafael Sánchez 
Ferlosio invariably speaks with some discomfort of his novel  
El Jarama,

50
 one of the landmarks in this awakening of reality. 

What Ferlosio came to understand a posteriori was that the popu-
lar, the people, the rabble, what emerges from below and we con-
veniently situate “down there,” was just as cleverly constructed, 
and operated in as sophisticated a manner, as the so-called high 
culture, and that the paternalism, condescension, and even af-
fection with which those “others” have been spoken and written 
about was nothing but another form of control, a way to signal 
the primitive and wild side of the people, their gestures and their 
actions, which, when unleashed by revolution from their natural 
channels, had supposedly led to the cruelty that characterized 
our Spanish Civil War.

Clément Rosset has remarked on numerous occasions how 
in the popular cultures of the Iberian Peninsula, such as the Arago-
nese jota, the Portuguese fado, and flamenco, laughter and tears 
are intertwined in a single expression.

51
 The loudest bellows erupt 

in the midst of grief. There is no laughter that does not contain 
a somber portrait of the world at the same time. Cristóbal Serra 
therefore insists on one of his obsessions: How could André Breton 
possibly have failed to include the Spanish classics in his famous 
Anthologie de l’humour noir (Anthology of Black Humor)?

52
 Picasso, 

Buñuel, and Dalí are overtly included there as Frenchmen. In his 
Antología del humor negro español. Del Lazarillo a Bergamín,

53
 the 

same Cristóbal Serra attempts to construct an archaeology of that 
way of laughing, one certainly full of pathos, which exploits the 
tear and the guffaw simultaneously. Such “crying with laughter” 

50
 Rafael Sánchez Ferlosio, El Jarama (Madrid: Ediciones Destino, 1955).

51
 Clément Rosset, Le Principe de cruauté (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 
1987); L’Objet singulier (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1979).

52 
André Breton, ed., Anthology of Black Humor (1940), trans. Mark Polizzotti 
(San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1997).

53 
Cristóbal Serra, Antología del humor negro español. Del Lazarillo a Bergamín 
(Barcelona: Tusquets, 1976).
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philosopher for his sister. The visit took place in a year famous for 
the occupation of the Wittgenstein House by Roma folk from all 
over Europe. The Year of the Gypsies was being held precisely at 
the recommendation of the European Union, and that made the 
invitation a special one. What happened next was that invitations 
swapped hands and what was going to be a congress turned into 
an occupation. The Gypsies are still there, occupying it. But this 
visit was earlier, when that year’s cultural activities had only just 
begun for the Year of the Gypsies celebrated at the Wittgenstein 
House by the Bulgarian Consulate.

What they appear to recall—and I have checked this with 
the consulate’s online documentation—is that the main talk was 
given by Cristóbal Serra, a figure coinciding in both name and 
career with the erudite Mallorcan author of Viaje a Cotiledonia,

36
 

but who I had thought was already dead by that time. The program 
also says that Carlos Edmundo de Ory made the presentations,

37
 

and he had been officially deceased for some years, since 2010. It 
might be a mistake, since after all the subject under discussion, 
“magical materialism,” could have come from that author or 
various others. Perhaps an heir? Metaliterature? It was in actual 
fact a dissertation on chiromancy, fortune telling, superstitions, 
songs and dances, circus arts—in short, a new reading of many 
of the recreational practices for which the Gypsies are attributed 
with a special proclivity. There is one clear memory. The Gypsies 
specifically recall a slide showing a huge hand with the inscrip-
tion: “Madame Neville Kalmist,” probably the photograph by 
Agustí Centelles that appears in Juan Eduardo Cirlot’s book on 
funfairs, Ferias y atracciones,

38
 a book we shall be returning to 

later. “Your fate in your hand,” the Gypsy women say to me in 
chorus, their gestures, halfway between begging and palm read-
ing, imitating the pleading attitude of every oracle.

36
 Cristóbal Serra, Viaje a Cotiledonia (Barcelona and Buenos Aires: Tusquets, 
1973).

37
 Cristóbal Serra, Ars Quimérica (Palma de Mallorca: Bizoc, 1996).

38
 Juan Eduardo Cirlot, Ferias y atracciones (Barcelona: Argos, 1950).
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Yes, the Gypsy women’s rejoicing had to do with that asser-
tion. Serra had addressed them directly, after they had been rather 
lost by his discourse for some time, and paid them this compliment 
in order to regain their attention. Their excellence as actresses, 
Serra told them, had to do with their own strategies of survival, 
in which acting, performing, disguising, ritualizing, and drama-
tizing had become constituent gestures.60 They were, above all, 
actresses. As soon as the theater was able to understand this, they 
would make a glorious entrance on the stage with a mere presen-
tation of the way they lived. These words were greeted by an im-
mediate hubbub. They got up and went out into the street swathed 
in comforting joy. They celebrated it in their own way, with some 
voices sounding like songs and others promising a dance, but what 
their plump, rotund silhouettes drew against the outline of the 
Wittgenstein House was their contagious joie de vivre.

***
 
“I don’t want to go to another museum / I feel an urge / to knock 
it all to the ground.” The director of the play, Pepa Gamboa, 
had taught them this little song, “El Museo,” by the duo Vainica 
Doble. “The Prado, / the Reina Sofía, a thousand galleries, / and 
the Crystal Palace / I’m tired of looking / I can’t take a single step 
more.” The Gypsy women sang it like a children’s chant as they 
in fact walked toward the Reina Sofía. “I want to go to a tavern / 
order a red wine and some ham / hear the voices at the bar / 
maybe order a plate of shrimp.”61 Not a bad spirit with which to 
enter a national museum of modern art. The public often doubts 

60 René Girard, with Pierpaolo Antonello and João Cezar de Castro Rocha, 
Evolution and Conversion: Dialogues on the Origins of Culture (London: 
Continuum, 2008).

61 “No quiero ir a otro Museo / que me entran ganas / de tirarlo todo por el 
suelo. / El Museo del Prado, / el Reina Sofía, mil galerías, / y el Palacio 
de Cristal / Ya me ha cansado de mirar / no puedo dar un paso más. / Me 
quiero ir a un mesón / pedir un tinto y una de jamón / oír las voces en la 
barra / pedir, si acaso, una de gambas.” Carmen Santonja and Gloria Van 
Aerssen, Cancionero de Vainica Doble (Barcelona: Editorial Morsa, 2016).
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Western politics has made sovereignty into an equivalence be-
tween the state and the official language spoken in it, then such 
forms of speech, and by extension those who speak them, pos-
sess a status distinct from that of the capitalized People.27 This 
diminutive people is to the idea of People, the one presented with 
the sovereignty of the modern state, a kind of slang, in the sense 
that their particular way of speaking is never the national lan-
guage of the state.

And I am not talking about Gypsy women in general but 
about these Gypsy actresses, this group of Gypsies from El Vacie 
who are now actresses and speak a bit of Spanish, a bit of Por-
tuguese, a bit of Galician, a bit of Caló (Iberian Romany), and a 
few words they have made up to use for this and that.28 And I am 
remembering how these Gypsies insist they are not flamenco 
performers. They are Gypsies, but they don’t do flamenco, they 
just don’t. It is quite evident that flamenco and Gypsies have long 
meant the same thing. And to take up Agamben’s writings once 
more, it should be remembered that this rabble, this people with 
a small p necessarily excluded from the Spanish People with two 
capitals, those excluded flamenco artists and Gypsies, the lumpen-
proletariat of Marx and Engels who were left outside the great 
Spanish People,29 that people who can never be the People, have 
produced some of the symbols, myths of identity, and images that 
have ended up defining that very Spanish People, whatever it 
now happens to be. Historically, it is the lumpenproletariat of the 
Gypsies and the dangerous classes, the social atmospheres where 
flamenco grew30—flamenco at its broadest, from bullfighting to 
the popular Holy Week festivities, or the musical forms of the 

27 Giorgio Agamben, “Languages and Peoples,” in Means Without End: Notes 
on Politics (1996), trans. Vincenzo Binetti and Cesare Casarino (Minne-
apolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 2000).

28 Alfonso Sastre, Lumpen, marginación y jeringonza. Pápeles encontrados en 
el cubo de la basura (San Sebastián: Hiru, 2007).

29 Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1851–52) (New 
York: International Publishers, 1963).

30 Gerhard Steingress, Sociología del cante flamenco (Jerez: Centro Andaluz 
del Flamenco, 1991).
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is a form of thought, a direct and, if one likes, catastrophic way 
of confronting the world’s violence. Serra emphasizes the role of 
Silverio Lanza,

54
 the master and model of Ramón Gómez de la 

Serna, as the author who transformed the sardonic humor of 
Spanish Golden Age literature into a modern and contemporary 
language capable of speaking out in the age of technology, show 
business, and communication. The alembic Lanza used for this 
transformation is none other than what we have been calling by 
the diffuse term of “the popular.” It is not exactly the speech of the 
country folk, nor the slang of the underworld, nor the Andalusian 
caricature of flamenco, but all those forms in tension that start 
to express their own caustic vision of reality. It is true that this 
populist seam is a constant in Spanish literature from Quevedo to 
Larra, but the reading is always that of those who own the writ-
ing, a sort of literacy imposed on the vital forms and expressions 
of the people underneath, who resign themselves to the marks 
left on them by the age. What Lanza finds out is that those under-
neath already have a speech of their own and their own forms of 
expression—in short, their own voice—that must be spoken with, 
challenged, and possibly learned from, but that the time for trans-
lation is past. Such close attention in the midst of misunderstand-
ing and the impossibility of reliable communication gives rise to a 
distilled humor, absurd, mordant, and metaphysical. Non-sense,

55
 

as found in the old aleluyas of “the upside-down world,” is the 
only response.

56

The Gypsy women who listened to Cristóbal Serra’s lecture 
in Vienna seemed especially comforted by their new status as ac-
tresses. What Cirlot did not understand is that the apprehensible 
constructs of the rabble, that vague mass of ruffians, Gypsies, and 
unqualified craftsmen who formed the basis of fairground attrac-
tions, fortune-telling booths, and circuses, are as sophisticated 

54
 Ramón Gómez de la Serna, Prólogo a la obra de Silverio Lanza, prologue 
by Jorge Luis Borges (Barcelona: Editorial Orbis, 1987).

55
 Julio Caro Baroja, Ensayo sobre la literatura de cordel (Madrid: Akal, 1995).

56
 The aleluya, or auca in Catalan, is a centuries-old genre of picture stories, 
a well-known Spanish-language example of which is El mundo al revés, 
or “The Upside-Down World.”—Ed.
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talking. It is true they are Gypsies and ought to have the politi-
cal right to be a capital letter people as well, and if they’ve said 
they don’t do flamenco, they should furthermore have the right 
to view things from their culture, for we all have our own cul-
ture, and embark on a political road to emancipation. And yet 
here they are, owing to specific modern-day social and economic 
conditions, in the place that was occupied by the lowest gaze of 
flamenco. Perhaps, as Marx and Engels said,

33
 they are reaction-

ary forces, breakers of every strike, and there they are betraying 
their folk and their class. The point is that I go with them, these 
Gypsy actresses with their Gypsy girl ways, to look from below,

34
 

to look from the place previously occupied by flamenco—excuse 
me, but they ask me to repeat things to them—in the hope of 
understanding them as that popular gaze, one that is now lost 
and probably never existed; and now that it now longer exists, as 
Juan de Mairena used to say,

35
 people sing for what’s lost. And so 

I am going to look, see, and see what they see.

***

Before going inside, they tell me things. On their previous tour, 
while they were performing La casa de Bernarda Alba around 
Europe, they were invited to the Bulgarian Consulate in Vienna, 
which now occupies the famous Wittgenstein House built by the 

33
 Karl Marx with Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology (1932) (London: 
Martin Lawrence, 1939); The Class Struggles France, 1848 to 1850 (Lon-
don: Martin Lawrence, 1924); Escritos sobre España (Barcelona: Trotta, 
1998); Capital (1867–83) (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1887); Revolución 
en España (Barcelona: Ariel, 1960).

34
 Augusto Jiménez, Vocabulario del dialecto jitano (Seville: Imprenta Gutié-
rrez de Alba, 1846); Barsaly Dávila and Blas Pérez, Apuntes del dialecto 
“caló” o gitano puro (Madrid: CSIC, 1943); F. M. Pabanó, Historia y costum-
bre de los gitanos, Diccionario Español-Gitano-Germanesco (Madrid: Edicio-
nes Giner, 1915); Miguel Ropero Núñez, El léxico caló en el lenguaje del cante 
flamenco (Seville: Universidad de Sevilla, 1991).

35
 Created by the twentieth-century Spanish poet Antonio Machado, 
Juan de Mairena was a fictional character, a teacher of gymnastics and 
rhetoric.—Ed.
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and complex as the rhetorics of occultism, mysticism, and icono-
graphic symbolism. It was not merely an impression of Cirlot’s: 
the parody of the world of technology was most certainly the 
foundation of the fairground attraction. Those below had also no-
ticed the changes in the world and in the rules the new technol-
ogy brought with it, and had seen the fascination that technology 
aroused among the wealthy. And the popular fair, the concep-
tual artifact of the verbena, served to provide both entertainment 
and anxiety. Enjoyment and torture go hand in hand, as Patricia 
Molins pointed out with regard to its use in the torture chambers 
of the checas, the interrogation/detention centers in Republican-
controlled areas during the Spanish Civil War.57 Theatricality is 
a way of being in the world that in effect tries to struggle against 
the repression, subjection, and control of social life. The ones 
below, indeed, nearly always labor under that condition, and 
theatrical mimesis is their principal instrument for escaping the 
control of power, wherever it may lie. The expressions of ferocity 
and violence that strike us as so primitive are often calculatedly 
dramatized, or ritualized if one prefers, in an attempt to forestall 
abuse, repression, or harassment of the brutalized actors who 
perform them, the people at the bottom. Slavoj Žižek has also 
pointed out that when the spectator’s viewpoint changes, what 
he or she sees also changes, but a relationship of truth is main-
tained with what was seen before.58 The two viewpoints on the 
same object maintain that tension through the truth relationship 
that binds and unites them. When viewed in such different ways, 
one and the same thing can be and remain at the same point in 
space and in the same rhythmic flow of time. Cirlot’s exoteric and 
esoteric view of popular attractions responds to, is tied to, and 
reflects the fears and abuses of power in the same way as their 
original production among the rabble.59

57 Molins, “Surrealismo,” 76 (Eng.: 367); see R. L. Chacón, Por qué hice 
las “Chekas” de Barcelona? Laurencic ante el Consejo de Guerra (Barcelona: 
Editorial Solidaridad Nacional, 1939).

58 Slavoj Žižek, The Parallax View (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006).
59 René Girard, Violence and the Sacred (1972), trans. Patrick Gregory (Bal-

timore: John Hopkins University Press, 1977).
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copla—with its social groups castigated by the bourgeoisie and 
other true builders of the National state, and also excluded from 
sovereignty by the proletariat and the working classes, who con-
structed the symbolic forms that represent them, the signs that 
identify the Spanish state, or at least have done so in the past.31 
No, Sir! Flamenco is not Spain, or Andalusia, or the Gypsies! So 
they say, and they also say the opposite. For some it means iden-
tity, for others ridicule. As a supersign, however, “flamenco” and 
“Spanish” go together, though on a lower rather than a higher 
level, down at the bottom end together with tourism, facile con-
sumerism, and cultural stereotypes, but together all the same. 
And it is understandable how symbolic hostilities should revive 
in a different form against those signs constructed from the bot-
tom and from the outside, but now identified with the inside and 
the top. What I mean, entering the marshy ground of paradox, is 
that those who inhabit that fragile zone,32 those who continue to 
live in the squalor of a slum, are these Gypsy actresses from El 
Vacie who are now performing Fuente Ovejuna and are ready to 
spend their day off visiting a museum of modern and contempo-
rary art named after a queen, the Reina Sofía.

As you can see, what I am desperately trying to do is define 
a point of view, to find a place where the popular has some raison 
d’être, adopt a gaze that can truly look at these works from be-
neath with all the dignity the subject requires, confronting them 
from that muffled voice down below. And yes, it is true that those 
Gypsy women are benefiting here from that symbolic misunder-
standing between flamenco, the popular, and the Spanish, even 
if they insist they don’t do flamenco and they’re not flamenco 
performers. Even so, it is no problem for them to circulate along 
that symbolic channel if that is what the ones on top—you and 
us—give them to talk through, and to have a bite to eat before 

31 Pedro G. Romero, El ojo partido. Flamenco, cultura de masas y vanguardias. 
Tientos y materiales para una corrección óptica a la historia del flamenco 
(Seville: Athenaica Ediciones, 2016).

32 Willy Thayer, Tecnologías de la crítica. Entre Walter Benjamin y Gilles 
Deleuze (Santiago de Chile: Ediciones Metales Pesados, 2010).
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is a form of thought, a direct and, if one likes, catastrophic way 
of confronting the world’s violence. Serra emphasizes the role of 
Silverio Lanza,54 the master and model of Ramón Gómez de la 
Serna, as the author who transformed the sardonic humor of 
Spanish Golden Age literature into a modern and contemporary 
language capable of speaking out in the age of technology, show 
business, and communication. The alembic Lanza used for this 
transformation is none other than what we have been calling by 
the diffuse term of “the popular.” It is not exactly the speech of the 
country folk, nor the slang of the underworld, nor the Andalusian 
caricature of flamenco, but all those forms in tension that start 
to express their own caustic vision of reality. It is true that this 
populist seam is a constant in Spanish literature from Quevedo to 
Larra, but the reading is always that of those who own the writ-
ing, a sort of literacy imposed on the vital forms and expressions 
of the people underneath, who resign themselves to the marks 
left on them by the age. What Lanza finds out is that those under-
neath already have a speech of their own and their own forms of 
expression—in short, their own voice—that must be spoken with, 
challenged, and possibly learned from, but that the time for trans-
lation is past. Such close attention in the midst of misunderstand-
ing and the impossibility of reliable communication gives rise to a 
distilled humor, absurd, mordant, and metaphysical. Non-sense,55 
as found in the old aleluyas of “the upside-down world,” is the 
only response.56

The Gypsy women who listened to Cristóbal Serra’s lecture 
in Vienna seemed especially comforted by their new status as ac-
tresses. What Cirlot did not understand is that the apprehensible 
constructs of the rabble, that vague mass of ruffians, Gypsies, and 
unqualified craftsmen who formed the basis of fairground attrac-
tions, fortune-telling booths, and circuses, are as sophisticated 

54 Ramón Gómez de la Serna, Prólogo a la obra de Silverio Lanza, prologue 
by Jorge Luis Borges (Barcelona: Editorial Orbis, 1987).

55 Julio Caro Baroja, Ensayo sobre la literatura de cordel (Madrid: Akal, 1995).
56 The aleluya, or auca in Catalan, is a centuries-old genre of picture stories, 

a well-known Spanish-language example of which is El mundo al revés, 
or “The Upside-Down World.”—Ed.
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talking. It is true they are Gypsies and ought to have the politi-
cal right to be a capital letter people as well, and if they’ve said 
they don’t do flamenco, they should furthermore have the right 
to view things from their culture, for we all have our own cul-
ture, and embark on a political road to emancipation. And yet 
here they are, owing to specific modern-day social and economic 
conditions, in the place that was occupied by the lowest gaze of 
flamenco. Perhaps, as Marx and Engels said,33 they are reaction-
ary forces, breakers of every strike, and there they are betraying 
their folk and their class. The point is that I go with them, these 
Gypsy actresses with their Gypsy girl ways, to look from below,34 
to look from the place previously occupied by flamenco—excuse 
me, but they ask me to repeat things to them—in the hope of 
understanding them as that popular gaze, one that is now lost 
and probably never existed; and now that it now longer exists, as 
Juan de Mairena used to say,35 people sing for what’s lost. And so 
I am going to look, see, and see what they see.

***

Before going inside, they tell me things. On their previous tour, 
while they were performing La casa de Bernarda Alba around 
Europe, they were invited to the Bulgarian Consulate in Vienna, 
which now occupies the famous Wittgenstein House built by the 

33 Karl Marx with Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology (1932) (London: 
Martin Lawrence, 1939); The Class Struggles France, 1848 to 1850 (Lon-
don: Martin Lawrence, 1924); Escritos sobre España (Barcelona: Trotta, 
1998); Capital (1867–83) (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1887); Revolución 
en España (Barcelona: Ariel, 1960).

34 Augusto Jiménez, Vocabulario del dialecto jitano (Seville: Imprenta Gutié-
rrez de Alba, 1846); Barsaly Dávila and Blas Pérez, Apuntes del dialecto 
“caló” o gitano puro (Madrid: CSIC, 1943); F. M. Pabanó, Historia y costum-
bre de los gitanos, Diccionario Español-Gitano-Germanesco (Madrid: Edicio-
nes Giner, 1915); Miguel Ropero Núñez, El léxico caló en el lenguaje del cante 
flamenco (Seville: Universidad de Sevilla, 1991).

35 Created by the twentieth-century Spanish poet Antonio Machado, 
Juan de Mairena was a fictional character, a teacher of gymnastics and 
rhetoric.—Ed.
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and complex as the rhetorics of occultism, mysticism, and icono-
graphic symbolism. It was not merely an impression of Cirlot’s: 
the parody of the world of technology was most certainly the 
foundation of the fairground attraction. Those below had also no-
ticed the changes in the world and in the rules the new technol-
ogy brought with it, and had seen the fascination that technology 
aroused among the wealthy. And the popular fair, the concep-
tual artifact of the verbena, served to provide both entertainment 
and anxiety. Enjoyment and torture go hand in hand, as Patricia 
Molins pointed out with regard to its use in the torture chambers 
of the checas, the interrogation/detention centers in Republican-
controlled areas during the Spanish Civil War.

57
 Theatricality is 

a way of being in the world that in effect tries to struggle against 
the repression, subjection, and control of social life. The ones 
below, indeed, nearly always labor under that condition, and 
theatrical mimesis is their principal instrument for escaping the 
control of power, wherever it may lie. The expressions of ferocity 
and violence that strike us as so primitive are often calculatedly 
dramatized, or ritualized if one prefers, in an attempt to forestall 
abuse, repression, or harassment of the brutalized actors who 
perform them, the people at the bottom. Slavoj Žižek has also 
pointed out that when the spectator’s viewpoint changes, what 
he or she sees also changes, but a relationship of truth is main-
tained with what was seen before.

58
 The two viewpoints on the 

same object maintain that tension through the truth relationship 
that binds and unites them. When viewed in such different ways, 
one and the same thing can be and remain at the same point in 
space and in the same rhythmic flow of time. Cirlot’s exoteric and 
esoteric view of popular attractions responds to, is tied to, and 
reflects the fears and abuses of power in the same way as their 
original production among the rabble.

59
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copla—with its social groups castigated by the bourgeoisie and 
other true builders of the National state, and also excluded from 
sovereignty by the proletariat and the working classes, who con-
structed the symbolic forms that represent them, the signs that 
identify the Spanish state, or at least have done so in the past.

31
 

No, Sir! Flamenco is not Spain, or Andalusia, or the Gypsies! So 
they say, and they also say the opposite. For some it means iden-
tity, for others ridicule. As a supersign, however, “flamenco” and 
“Spanish” go together, though on a lower rather than a higher 
level, down at the bottom end together with tourism, facile con-
sumerism, and cultural stereotypes, but together all the same. 
And it is understandable how symbolic hostilities should revive 
in a different form against those signs constructed from the bot-
tom and from the outside, but now identified with the inside and 
the top. What I mean, entering the marshy ground of paradox, is 
that those who inhabit that fragile zone,

32
 those who continue to 

live in the squalor of a slum, are these Gypsy actresses from El 
Vacie who are now performing Fuente Ovejuna and are ready to 
spend their day off visiting a museum of modern and contempo-
rary art named after a queen, the Reina Sofía.

As you can see, what I am desperately trying to do is define 
a point of view, to find a place where the popular has some raison 
d’être, adopt a gaze that can truly look at these works from be-
neath with all the dignity the subject requires, confronting them 
from that muffled voice down below. And yes, it is true that those 
Gypsy women are benefiting here from that symbolic misunder-
standing between flamenco, the popular, and the Spanish, even 
if they insist they don’t do flamenco and they’re not flamenco 
performers. Even so, it is no problem for them to circulate along 
that symbolic channel if that is what the ones on top—you and 
us—give them to talk through, and to have a bite to eat before 

31
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(Seville: Athenaica Ediciones, 2016).
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primitivist exaltation of the life of the people as a way to shrug  
off the theatrical pantomimes of a political life that is morally and 
culturally so oppressive. Curiously, the writer Rafael Sánchez 
Ferlosio invariably speaks with some discomfort of his novel  
El Jarama,50 one of the landmarks in this awakening of reality. 
What Ferlosio came to understand a posteriori was that the popu-
lar, the people, the rabble, what emerges from below and we con-
veniently situate “down there,” was just as cleverly constructed, 
and operated in as sophisticated a manner, as the so-called high 
culture, and that the paternalism, condescension, and even af-
fection with which those “others” have been spoken and written 
about was nothing but another form of control, a way to signal 
the primitive and wild side of the people, their gestures and their 
actions, which, when unleashed by revolution from their natural 
channels, had supposedly led to the cruelty that characterized 
our Spanish Civil War.

Clément Rosset has remarked on numerous occasions how 
in the popular cultures of the Iberian Peninsula, such as the Arago-
nese jota, the Portuguese fado, and flamenco, laughter and tears 
are intertwined in a single expression.51 The loudest bellows erupt 
in the midst of grief. There is no laughter that does not contain 
a somber portrait of the world at the same time. Cristóbal Serra 
therefore insists on one of his obsessions: How could André Breton 
possibly have failed to include the Spanish classics in his famous 
Anthologie de l’humour noir (Anthology of Black Humor)?52 Picasso, 
Buñuel, and Dalí are overtly included there as Frenchmen. In his 
Antología del humor negro español. Del Lazarillo a Bergamín,53 the 
same Cristóbal Serra attempts to construct an archaeology of that 
way of laughing, one certainly full of pathos, which exploits the 
tear and the guffaw simultaneously. Such “crying with laughter” 

50 Rafael Sánchez Ferlosio, El Jarama (Madrid: Ediciones Destino, 1955).
51 Clément Rosset, Le Principe de cruauté (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 

1987); L’Objet singulier (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1979).
52 André Breton, ed., Anthology of Black Humor (1940), trans. Mark Polizzotti 

(San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1997).
53 Cristóbal Serra, Antología del humor negro español. Del Lazarillo a Bergamín 

(Barcelona: Tusquets, 1976).
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philosopher for his sister. The visit took place in a year famous for 
the occupation of the Wittgenstein House by Roma folk from all 
over Europe. The Year of the Gypsies was being held precisely at 
the recommendation of the European Union, and that made the 
invitation a special one. What happened next was that invitations 
swapped hands and what was going to be a congress turned into 
an occupation. The Gypsies are still there, occupying it. But this 
visit was earlier, when that year’s cultural activities had only just 
begun for the Year of the Gypsies celebrated at the Wittgenstein 
House by the Bulgarian Consulate.

What they appear to recall—and I have checked this with 
the consulate’s online documentation—is that the main talk was 
given by Cristóbal Serra, a figure coinciding in both name and 
career with the erudite Mallorcan author of Viaje a Cotiledonia,36 
but who I had thought was already dead by that time. The program 
also says that Carlos Edmundo de Ory made the presentations,37 
and he had been officially deceased for some years, since 2010. It 
might be a mistake, since after all the subject under discussion, 
“magical materialism,” could have come from that author or 
various others. Perhaps an heir? Metaliterature? It was in actual 
fact a dissertation on chiromancy, fortune telling, superstitions, 
songs and dances, circus arts—in short, a new reading of many 
of the recreational practices for which the Gypsies are attributed 
with a special proclivity. There is one clear memory. The Gypsies 
specifically recall a slide showing a huge hand with the inscrip-
tion: “Madame Neville Kalmist,” probably the photograph by 
Agustí Centelles that appears in Juan Eduardo Cirlot’s book on 
funfairs, Ferias y atracciones,38 a book we shall be returning to 
later. “Your fate in your hand,” the Gypsy women say to me in 
chorus, their gestures, halfway between begging and palm read-
ing, imitating the pleading attitude of every oracle.

36 Cristóbal Serra, Viaje a Cotiledonia (Barcelona and Buenos Aires: Tusquets, 
1973).

37 Cristóbal Serra, Ars Quimérica (Palma de Mallorca: Bizoc, 1996).
38 Juan Eduardo Cirlot, Ferias y atracciones (Barcelona: Argos, 1950).
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Jan Yoors arrived at the belief that the Lowara, the Gypsy 
people he had traveled with, have no notion of the future like the 
one we payos, gachós, or gadjos have in Western Europe.39 Yoors un-
derstands that our obsession with the future, boosted moreover by 
Christian millenarianism, was used by the Gypsies as a rudimen-
tary way of earning a living. Their unfettered ability to anticipate 
events and talk of what is going to happen is proportional to their 
absolute lack of belief and their cultural disregard for whatever 
will happen tomorrow. The development of a magical thinking, 
then, has the character of a game, a sort of rule or development 
of the esoteric on the basis of the taboos, superstitions, and fears 
manifested by those who requested their predictions.

39 Jan Yoors, Gypsies (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1967).
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that: the homogenization of the idea of a people, “one, great, and 
free.” But how to “clean” the people and give it “splendor”?

Esencia de verbena, an early work by José Caballero dating 
from 1935,46 already announces this turmoil of the senses. The cen-
ter of the drawing, which bears the same title as a short film on the 
nature of popular festivals by the proto-Fascist Ernesto Giménez 
Caballero,47 is occupied by the face of a man whose eyes are melt-
ing, altered by the sensory experience of the festivities. This is the 
disorder the avant-gardes tried, curiously, to mitigate with allusions 
to futuristic kineticisms, expressionist grotesquerie, and oneiric 
and psychoanalytical visions. I say “mitigate” because the aim of 
all these interpretations is none other than to dominate the dangers 
of the fairground and defeat them. In Cielo negro, Manuel Mur Oti’s 
1951 film,48 the verbena, or popular festival, resembles untamed na-
ture in its chaos and surrender to the irrational forces that domi-
nate us. The protagonist ends up lost, surrounded by dangers, and 
soaked by a storm in a sort of divine punishment that bursts on the 
people in their disorderly laughter and revelry.

Patricia Molins has said that theatricality, the double life, the 
need to hide the past and the status of everyone—from atheists and 
Communists to homosexuals—turns staging into a norm of the 
public space and the cultural regime.49 It is therefore quite logi-
cal to find a certain realism bursting forth in film and literature 
(and also in painting, for instance, if we are to seek an explana-
tion for the drift from surrealism toward realism and materialism 
of artists like Tàpies and Millares), a naturalism that includes a 

46 Pedro G. Romero, Horacio Fernández, Nicolás Sánchez Durá, and Teresa 
Grandas, En el ojo de la batalla (Valencia: Universidad de Valencia, Colegio 
Mayor Rector Peset, Central de la República, 2002).

47 Román Gubern, Proyector de luna. La generación del 27 y el cine (Barcelona: 
Tusquets, 2006).

48 Nekane E. Zubiaur Gorozika, Anatomía de un cineasta pasional. El cine de 
Manuel Mur Oti (Santander: Shangrila, 2013).

49 Patricia Molins, “Surrealismo: El fantasma en el armario,” in Campo 
cerrado. Arte y poder en la posguerra española, 1939–1953, ed. María Dolores 
Jiménez-Blanco, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía 
(Madrid: MNCARS, 2016), 74–77 (English: “Surrealism: The Ghost in 
the Wardrobe,” 366–68).
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In The Golden Bough, James George Frazer describes the 
mythological origin of many of these superstitions,40 which cer-
tainly existed before the arrival of the Gypsies. So too did the 
heightened notion of “fear,” with which the desire to know in 
advance is connected to, and finds its origin in, Frazer says, sed-
entary peoples who live in changing climates, with no clearly 
regular seasonal change, so that they cannot know exactly wheth-
er to expect a monsoon or the disappearance of the sun from 
the sky for months. The fact is that such “fear” fills magicians, 
witches, sibyls, soothsayers, and necromancers with attributes. 
It is indisputable, however, that in the more or less mythological 
descriptions of the first arrivals of bands of wandering Gypsies in 
Paris or Barcelona, the people are said to have had gone flocking 
owing to the fame that had preceded them for their knowledge of 
the divinatory arts.

Evidently, the drift of Cristóbal Serra’s talk at the Wittgenstein 
House had to do with a famous essay by the Austrian philosopher,41 
his Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough, a book in which the English 
mythographer’s positivist theses come in for a sound drubbing.42 
Frazer’s text, Wittgenstein says, has descriptive value, but his 
considerations on the backward or rudimentary nature of magic 
thought are totally mistaken. Any science feeds off its own expli-
catory principles, and observations of cause and effect further-
more predicate the same in tribal rituals as they do in logical or 
philological analysis. Wittgenstein’s critique also ravages Frazer’s 
tendency toward infantilism in his descriptions of ancient magic 
and rituals, since the discourses of Plato or Schopenhauer could 
basically be simplified just as easily. A certain paternalism, a cer-
tain superiority of logical positivism over other forms of knowl-
edge, eventually exasperates Wittgenstein, who ends up giving 
Frazer no quarter. In reality, Wittgenstein thinks, renouncing 

40 James Georges Frazer, The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion, 
2nd ed. (London: MacMillan, 1900).

41 Cristóbal Serra, Efigies (Barcelona: Tusquets, 2002).
42 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Bemerkung über Frazers Golden Bough / Remarks on 

Frazer’s Golden Bough, ed. Rush Rhees, trans. A. C. Miles (Doncaster: 
Brynmill Press, 1991).
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the original qualities of myths and folk tales merely impoverishes 
our understanding of the world.

Serra recalls Wittgenstein’s criticism of Frazer in exactly 
these terms.43 He wonders why Juan Eduardo Cirlot,44 for instance, 
no longer takes into consideration the popular character of fair-
ground attractions, fortune telling, and rhythmic music, and gives 
them instead a symbolic and esoteric reading based on high culture 
and mystic exegesis. The people become a kind of primitive force 
subjected to theological interpretation. The wagon wheel, or sim-
ply the Roma symbol of the “wheel,” appears as the sign of Fortune, 
the metaphor for life and the passage of time, the eternal return 
and the infinite. In short, Sisyphus, the perpetuum mobile. The ter-
ror of the “witch’s train,” a famous Spanish fairground attraction, 
synthesizes and mirrors life’s deepest fears, of what is to come.

In the cultured readings by Ramón Gómez de la Serna, 
Sebastià Gasch, and Maruja Mallo of the circus and the popular 
culture of the fairground stall,45 Serra finds a kind of cordon sani-
taire. The people leave stains, the Gypsy leaves dirt, the prostitute 
leaves you marked with her smear of cheap lipstick. There is an 
attraction and a detachment. The praise, analysis, poetic musing, 
and unbridled eulogy to which this kind of more or less popular or 
underworld phenomenon is subjected should not, Serra says, be al-
lowed to hide the desire to domesticate them, dominate them, and 
make them digestible for the social body. The people arouse “fear.” 
It is evident that the experience of the Spanish Civil War, the tri-
umph of Fascism, and the social practice of National Catholicism 
induces such readings, or the revival of their precedents. The peo-
ple arouse fear but the people are necessary: How are we to make 
a people to our own measure? Early Francoism, with its policy of 
extermination and elimination of the other, sought nothing but 

43 Cristóbal Serra, Retorno a Cotiledonia (Palma de Mallorca: La Vía Insólita, 
1989).

44 Juan Eduardo Cirlot, Diccionario de los Ismos (Barcelona: Argos, 1949).
45 Ramón Gómez de la Serna, El circo, cover by Bon, Colección Los Guasones 

(Valencia: Editorial Sempere, 1926); Sebastià Gasch, Barcelona de nit. El 
mon de l’espectacle (Barcelona: Editorial Selecta, 1957); Ramón Gómez de 
la Serna, Maruja Mallo, 1928–1942 (Buenos Aires: Losada, 1942).
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are expelled, their houses burned down, and any pretext—delin-
quency, dirtiness, vandalism—brandished as an excuse for get-
ting rid of them, the population that groups together in criminal 
acts against the Gypsies takes refuge in the common, in crime, 
criminals, the community: it must have been Fuenteovejuna!

In that case, “Fuenteovejuna, my Lord!” would surely sound 
more like a cry of hatred. But the Gypsy women understand it. 
They can see what the play is about, and what portrait it can or 
does paint. They know all about affronts, stained honor, and the 
solidarity of a community that exacts revenge in their name.

21
 

The origins of the vendetta and the settling of scores are not so 
very different.

22
 They also know that the law, the king’s old law 

that is now dispensed by democratic courts, will never restore to 
them their status as a community, because it necessarily lies on 
the edges of the cities,

23
 far from urban centers, distinguished by 

marginalization with no possibility of integrating, or a need not 
to integrate, into the main community,

24
 the “people.” It is pre-

cisely the one that takes them in and gives them work while also 
excluding them—or perhaps each excludes the other. And now it 
is attempting to integrate them with a stage play, trying to give 
them their place in the community, their place in that part of the 
people that it is their lot to be. It is a symbolic restitution. They 
have no political ground, no sovereignty, and are not of the com-
munity, but they are going to represent it and become its spokes-
person, its standard, the projection of an image.

We are going to visit the museum with them, and before 
they go inside and sit down in front of those castles and ruins, 
those bastions, fortresses, and battlements that are also Fuente-
ovejuna—the heroic image of the postwar Nationalist Spain of the 

21
 Éric Fassin, Carine Fouteau, Serge Guichard, and Aurélie Windels, Roms 
& riverains. Une politique municipale de la race (Paris: La Fabrique Éditions, 
2014).

22
 Leonardo Piasere, L’antiziganismo (Macerata: Quodlibet, 2015).

23
 Olivier Razac, Barbed Wire: A Political History (2000), trans. Jonathan 
Kneight (New York: The New Press, 2002).

24
 Beppe Rosso and Filippo Taricco, La città fragile (Turin: Bollati Borin-
ghieri, 2008).
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La Codorniz was the successor to La Ametralladora, a humor-
ous magazine that Tono and Mihura had put out under Nationalist 
supervision, and not infrequently with a vitriolic humor placed at 
the service of the Falange. Despite their political “commitment,” 
Tono’s photo-narratives and the exploits related by Mihura in 
María de la Hoz remain worthy discoveries.

64
 It is rather interesting 

64
 Tono and Miguel Mihura, María de la Hoz (Valladolid: Ediciones Espa-
ñolas, 1938).
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In The Golden Bough, James George Frazer describes the 
mythological origin of many of these superstitions,40 which cer-
tainly existed before the arrival of the Gypsies. So too did the 
heightened notion of “fear,” with which the desire to know in 
advance is connected to, and finds its origin in, Frazer says, sed-
entary peoples who live in changing climates, with no clearly 
regular seasonal change, so that they cannot know exactly wheth-
er to expect a monsoon or the disappearance of the sun from 
the sky for months. The fact is that such “fear” fills magicians, 
witches, sibyls, soothsayers, and necromancers with attributes. 
It is indisputable, however, that in the more or less mythological 
descriptions of the first arrivals of bands of wandering Gypsies in 
Paris or Barcelona, the people are said to have had gone flocking 
owing to the fame that had preceded them for their knowledge of 
the divinatory arts.

Evidently, the drift of Cristóbal Serra’s talk at the Wittgenstein 
House had to do with a famous essay by the Austrian philosopher,41 
his Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough, a book in which the English 
mythographer’s positivist theses come in for a sound drubbing.42 
Frazer’s text, Wittgenstein says, has descriptive value, but his 
considerations on the backward or rudimentary nature of magic 
thought are totally mistaken. Any science feeds off its own expli-
catory principles, and observations of cause and effect further-
more predicate the same in tribal rituals as they do in logical or 
philological analysis. Wittgenstein’s critique also ravages Frazer’s 
tendency toward infantilism in his descriptions of ancient magic 
and rituals, since the discourses of Plato or Schopenhauer could 
basically be simplified just as easily. A certain paternalism, a cer-
tain superiority of logical positivism over other forms of knowl-
edge, eventually exasperates Wittgenstein, who ends up giving 
Frazer no quarter. In reality, Wittgenstein thinks, renouncing 

40 James Georges Frazer, The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion, 
2nd ed. (London: MacMillan, 1900).

41 Cristóbal Serra, Efigies (Barcelona: Tusquets, 2002).
42 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Bemerkung über Frazers Golden Bough / Remarks on 

Frazer’s Golden Bough, ed. Rush Rhees, trans. A. C. Miles (Doncaster: 
Brynmill Press, 1991).
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the original qualities of myths and folk tales merely impoverishes 
our understanding of the world.

Serra recalls Wittgenstein’s criticism of Frazer in exactly 
these terms.43 He wonders why Juan Eduardo Cirlot,44 for instance, 
no longer takes into consideration the popular character of fair-
ground attractions, fortune telling, and rhythmic music, and gives 
them instead a symbolic and esoteric reading based on high culture 
and mystic exegesis. The people become a kind of primitive force 
subjected to theological interpretation. The wagon wheel, or sim-
ply the Roma symbol of the “wheel,” appears as the sign of Fortune, 
the metaphor for life and the passage of time, the eternal return 
and the infinite. In short, Sisyphus, the perpetuum mobile. The ter-
ror of the “witch’s train,” a famous Spanish fairground attraction, 
synthesizes and mirrors life’s deepest fears, of what is to come.

In the cultured readings by Ramón Gómez de la Serna, 
Sebastià Gasch, and Maruja Mallo of the circus and the popular 
culture of the fairground stall,45 Serra finds a kind of cordon sani-
taire. The people leave stains, the Gypsy leaves dirt, the prostitute 
leaves you marked with her smear of cheap lipstick. There is an 
attraction and a detachment. The praise, analysis, poetic musing, 
and unbridled eulogy to which this kind of more or less popular or 
underworld phenomenon is subjected should not, Serra says, be al-
lowed to hide the desire to domesticate them, dominate them, and 
make them digestible for the social body. The people arouse “fear.” 
It is evident that the experience of the Spanish Civil War, the tri-
umph of Fascism, and the social practice of National Catholicism 
induces such readings, or the revival of their precedents. The peo-
ple arouse fear but the people are necessary: How are we to make 
a people to our own measure? Early Francoism, with its policy of 
extermination and elimination of the other, sought nothing but 

43 Cristóbal Serra, Retorno a Cotiledonia (Palma de Mallorca: La Vía Insólita, 
1989).

44 Juan Eduardo Cirlot, Diccionario de los Ismos (Barcelona: Argos, 1949).
45 Ramón Gómez de la Serna, El circo, cover by Bon, Colección Los Guasones 

(Valencia: Editorial Sempere, 1926); Sebastià Gasch, Barcelona de nit. El 
mon de l’espectacle (Barcelona: Editorial Selecta, 1957); Ramón Gómez de 
la Serna, Maruja Mallo, 1928–1942 (Buenos Aires: Losada, 1942).
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are expelled, their houses burned down, and any pretext—delin-
quency, dirtiness, vandalism—brandished as an excuse for get-
ting rid of them, the population that groups together in criminal 
acts against the Gypsies takes refuge in the common, in crime, 
criminals, the community: it must have been Fuenteovejuna!

In that case, “Fuenteovejuna, my Lord!” would surely sound 
more like a cry of hatred. But the Gypsy women understand it. 
They can see what the play is about, and what portrait it can or 
does paint. They know all about affronts, stained honor, and the 
solidarity of a community that exacts revenge in their name.

21
 

The origins of the vendetta and the settling of scores are not so 
very different.

22
 They also know that the law, the king’s old law 

that is now dispensed by democratic courts, will never restore to 
them their status as a community, because it necessarily lies on 
the edges of the cities,

23
 far from urban centers, distinguished by 

marginalization with no possibility of integrating, or a need not 
to integrate, into the main community,

24
 the “people.” It is pre-

cisely the one that takes them in and gives them work while also 
excluding them—or perhaps each excludes the other. And now it 
is attempting to integrate them with a stage play, trying to give 
them their place in the community, their place in that part of the 
people that it is their lot to be. It is a symbolic restitution. They 
have no political ground, no sovereignty, and are not of the com-
munity, but they are going to represent it and become its spokes-
person, its standard, the projection of an image.

We are going to visit the museum with them, and before 
they go inside and sit down in front of those castles and ruins, 
those bastions, fortresses, and battlements that are also Fuente-
ovejuna—the heroic image of the postwar Nationalist Spain of the 

21
 Éric Fassin, Carine Fouteau, Serge Guichard, and Aurélie Windels, Roms 
& riverains. Une politique municipale de la race (Paris: La Fabrique Éditions, 
2014).

22
 Leonardo Piasere, L’antiziganismo (Macerata: Quodlibet, 2015).

23
 Olivier Razac, Barbed Wire: A Political History (2000), trans. Jonathan 
Kneight (New York: The New Press, 2002).

24
 Beppe Rosso and Filippo Taricco, La città fragile (Turin: Bollati Borin-
ghieri, 2008).
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La Codorniz was the successor to La Ametralladora, a humor-
ous magazine that Tono and Mihura had put out under Nationalist 
supervision, and not infrequently with a vitriolic humor placed at 
the service of the Falange. Despite their political “commitment,” 
Tono’s photo-narratives and the exploits related by Mihura in 
María de la Hoz remain worthy discoveries.

64
 It is rather interesting 

64
 Tono and Miguel Mihura, María de la Hoz (Valladolid: Ediciones Espa-
ñolas, 1938).
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Jan Yoors arrived at the belief that the Lowara, the Gypsy 
people he had traveled with, have no notion of the future like the 
one we payos, gachós, or gadjos have in Western Europe.39 Yoors un-
derstands that our obsession with the future, boosted moreover by 
Christian millenarianism, was used by the Gypsies as a rudimen-
tary way of earning a living. Their unfettered ability to anticipate 
events and talk of what is going to happen is proportional to their 
absolute lack of belief and their cultural disregard for whatever 
will happen tomorrow. The development of a magical thinking, 
then, has the character of a game, a sort of rule or development 
of the esoteric on the basis of the taboos, superstitions, and fears 
manifested by those who requested their predictions.

39 Jan Yoors, Gypsies (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1967).
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that: the homogenization of the idea of a people, “one, great, and 
free.” But how to “clean” the people and give it “splendor”?

Esencia de verbena, an early work by José Caballero dating 
from 1935,46 already announces this turmoil of the senses. The cen-
ter of the drawing, which bears the same title as a short film on the 
nature of popular festivals by the proto-Fascist Ernesto Giménez 
Caballero,47 is occupied by the face of a man whose eyes are melt-
ing, altered by the sensory experience of the festivities. This is the 
disorder the avant-gardes tried, curiously, to mitigate with allusions 
to futuristic kineticisms, expressionist grotesquerie, and oneiric 
and psychoanalytical visions. I say “mitigate” because the aim of 
all these interpretations is none other than to dominate the dangers 
of the fairground and defeat them. In Cielo negro, Manuel Mur Oti’s 
1951 film,48 the verbena, or popular festival, resembles untamed na-
ture in its chaos and surrender to the irrational forces that domi-
nate us. The protagonist ends up lost, surrounded by dangers, and 
soaked by a storm in a sort of divine punishment that bursts on the 
people in their disorderly laughter and revelry.

Patricia Molins has said that theatricality, the double life, the 
need to hide the past and the status of everyone—from atheists and 
Communists to homosexuals—turns staging into a norm of the 
public space and the cultural regime.49 It is therefore quite logi-
cal to find a certain realism bursting forth in film and literature 
(and also in painting, for instance, if we are to seek an explana-
tion for the drift from surrealism toward realism and materialism 
of artists like Tàpies and Millares), a naturalism that includes a 

46 Pedro G. Romero, Horacio Fernández, Nicolás Sánchez Durá, and Teresa 
Grandas, En el ojo de la batalla (Valencia: Universidad de Valencia, Colegio 
Mayor Rector Peset, Central de la República, 2002).

47 Román Gubern, Proyector de luna. La generación del 27 y el cine (Barcelona: 
Tusquets, 2006).

48 Nekane E. Zubiaur Gorozika, Anatomía de un cineasta pasional. El cine de 
Manuel Mur Oti (Santander: Shangrila, 2013).

49 Patricia Molins, “Surrealismo: El fantasma en el armario,” in Campo 
cerrado. Arte y poder en la posguerra española, 1939–1953, ed. María Dolores 
Jiménez-Blanco, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía 
(Madrid: MNCARS, 2016), 74–77 (English: “Surrealism: The Ghost in 
the Wardrobe,” 366–68).
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primitivist exaltation of the life of the people as a way to shrug  
off the theatrical pantomimes of a political life that is morally and 
culturally so oppressive. Curiously, the writer Rafael Sánchez 
Ferlosio invariably speaks with some discomfort of his novel  
El Jarama,50 one of the landmarks in this awakening of reality. 
What Ferlosio came to understand a posteriori was that the popu-
lar, the people, the rabble, what emerges from below and we con-
veniently situate “down there,” was just as cleverly constructed, 
and operated in as sophisticated a manner, as the so-called high 
culture, and that the paternalism, condescension, and even af-
fection with which those “others” have been spoken and written 
about was nothing but another form of control, a way to signal 
the primitive and wild side of the people, their gestures and their 
actions, which, when unleashed by revolution from their natural 
channels, had supposedly led to the cruelty that characterized 
our Spanish Civil War.

Clément Rosset has remarked on numerous occasions how 
in the popular cultures of the Iberian Peninsula, such as the Arago-
nese jota, the Portuguese fado, and flamenco, laughter and tears 
are intertwined in a single expression.51 The loudest bellows erupt 
in the midst of grief. There is no laughter that does not contain 
a somber portrait of the world at the same time. Cristóbal Serra 
therefore insists on one of his obsessions: How could André Breton 
possibly have failed to include the Spanish classics in his famous 
Anthologie de l’humour noir (Anthology of Black Humor)?52 Picasso, 
Buñuel, and Dalí are overtly included there as Frenchmen. In his 
Antología del humor negro español. Del Lazarillo a Bergamín,53 the 
same Cristóbal Serra attempts to construct an archaeology of that 
way of laughing, one certainly full of pathos, which exploits the 
tear and the guffaw simultaneously. Such “crying with laughter” 

50 Rafael Sánchez Ferlosio, El Jarama (Madrid: Ediciones Destino, 1955).
51 Clément Rosset, Le Principe de cruauté (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 

1987); L’Objet singulier (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1979).
52 André Breton, ed., Anthology of Black Humor (1940), trans. Mark Polizzotti 

(San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1997).
53 Cristóbal Serra, Antología del humor negro español. Del Lazarillo a Bergamín 

(Barcelona: Tusquets, 1976).
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is a form of thought, a direct and, if one likes, catastrophic way 
of confronting the world’s violence. Serra emphasizes the role of 
Silverio Lanza,54 the master and model of Ramón Gómez de la 
Serna, as the author who transformed the sardonic humor of 
Spanish Golden Age literature into a modern and contemporary 
language capable of speaking out in the age of technology, show 
business, and communication. The alembic Lanza used for this 
transformation is none other than what we have been calling by 
the diffuse term of “the popular.” It is not exactly the speech of the 
country folk, nor the slang of the underworld, nor the Andalusian 
caricature of flamenco, but all those forms in tension that start 
to express their own caustic vision of reality. It is true that this 
populist seam is a constant in Spanish literature from Quevedo to 
Larra, but the reading is always that of those who own the writ-
ing, a sort of literacy imposed on the vital forms and expressions 
of the people underneath, who resign themselves to the marks 
left on them by the age. What Lanza finds out is that those under-
neath already have a speech of their own and their own forms of 
expression—in short, their own voice—that must be spoken with, 
challenged, and possibly learned from, but that the time for trans-
lation is past. Such close attention in the midst of misunderstand-
ing and the impossibility of reliable communication gives rise to a 
distilled humor, absurd, mordant, and metaphysical. Non-sense,55 
as found in the old aleluyas of “the upside-down world,” is the 
only response.56

The Gypsy women who listened to Cristóbal Serra’s lecture 
in Vienna seemed especially comforted by their new status as ac-
tresses. What Cirlot did not understand is that the apprehensible 
constructs of the rabble, that vague mass of ruffians, Gypsies, and 
unqualified craftsmen who formed the basis of fairground attrac-
tions, fortune-telling booths, and circuses, are as sophisticated 

54 Ramón Gómez de la Serna, Prólogo a la obra de Silverio Lanza, prologue 
by Jorge Luis Borges (Barcelona: Editorial Orbis, 1987).

55 Julio Caro Baroja, Ensayo sobre la literatura de cordel (Madrid: Akal, 1995).
56 The aleluya, or auca in Catalan, is a centuries-old genre of picture stories, 

a well-known Spanish-language example of which is El mundo al revés, 
or “The Upside-Down World.”—Ed.
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and complex as the rhetorics of occultism, mysticism, and icono-
graphic symbolism. It was not merely an impression of Cirlot’s: 
the parody of the world of technology was most certainly the 
foundation of the fairground attraction. Those below had also no-
ticed the changes in the world and in the rules the new technol-
ogy brought with it, and had seen the fascination that technology 
aroused among the wealthy. And the popular fair, the concep-
tual artifact of the verbena, served to provide both entertainment 
and anxiety. Enjoyment and torture go hand in hand, as Patricia 
Molins pointed out with regard to its use in the torture chambers 
of the checas, the interrogation/detention centers in Republican-
controlled areas during the Spanish Civil War.

57
 Theatricality is 

a way of being in the world that in effect tries to struggle against 
the repression, subjection, and control of social life. The ones 
below, indeed, nearly always labor under that condition, and 
theatrical mimesis is their principal instrument for escaping the 
control of power, wherever it may lie. The expressions of ferocity 
and violence that strike us as so primitive are often calculatedly 
dramatized, or ritualized if one prefers, in an attempt to forestall 
abuse, repression, or harassment of the brutalized actors who 
perform them, the people at the bottom. Slavoj Žižek has also 
pointed out that when the spectator’s viewpoint changes, what 
he or she sees also changes, but a relationship of truth is main-
tained with what was seen before.

58
 The two viewpoints on the 

same object maintain that tension through the truth relationship 
that binds and unites them. When viewed in such different ways, 
one and the same thing can be and remain at the same point in 
space and in the same rhythmic flow of time. Cirlot’s exoteric and 
esoteric view of popular attractions responds to, is tied to, and 
reflects the fears and abuses of power in the same way as their 
original production among the rabble.

59

57 
Molins, “Surrealismo,” 76 (Eng.: 367); see R. L. Chacón, Por qué hice 
las “Chekas” de Barcelona? Laurencic ante el Consejo de Guerra (Barcelona: 
Editorial Solidaridad Nacional, 1939).

58
 Slavoj Žižek, The Parallax View (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006).

59
 René Girard, Violence and the Sacred (1972), trans. Patrick Gregory (Bal-
timore: John Hopkins University Press, 1977).
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57 Molins, “Surrealismo,” 76 (Eng.: 367); see R. L. Chacón, Por qué hice 
las “Chekas” de Barcelona? Laurencic ante el Consejo de Guerra (Barcelona: 
Editorial Solidaridad Nacional, 1939).

58 Slavoj Žižek, The Parallax View (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006).
59 René Girard, Violence and the Sacred (1972), trans. Patrick Gregory (Bal-
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primitivist exaltation of the life of the people as a way to shrug  
off the theatrical pantomimes of a political life that is morally and 
culturally so oppressive. Curiously, the writer Rafael Sánchez 
Ferlosio invariably speaks with some discomfort of his novel  
El Jarama,

50
 one of the landmarks in this awakening of reality. 

What Ferlosio came to understand a posteriori was that the popu-
lar, the people, the rabble, what emerges from below and we con-
veniently situate “down there,” was just as cleverly constructed, 
and operated in as sophisticated a manner, as the so-called high 
culture, and that the paternalism, condescension, and even af-
fection with which those “others” have been spoken and written 
about was nothing but another form of control, a way to signal 
the primitive and wild side of the people, their gestures and their 
actions, which, when unleashed by revolution from their natural 
channels, had supposedly led to the cruelty that characterized 
our Spanish Civil War.

Clément Rosset has remarked on numerous occasions how 
in the popular cultures of the Iberian Peninsula, such as the Arago-
nese jota, the Portuguese fado, and flamenco, laughter and tears 
are intertwined in a single expression.

51
 The loudest bellows erupt 

in the midst of grief. There is no laughter that does not contain 
a somber portrait of the world at the same time. Cristóbal Serra 
therefore insists on one of his obsessions: How could André Breton 
possibly have failed to include the Spanish classics in his famous 
Anthologie de l’humour noir (Anthology of Black Humor)?

52
 Picasso, 

Buñuel, and Dalí are overtly included there as Frenchmen. In his 
Antología del humor negro español. Del Lazarillo a Bergamín,

53
 the 

same Cristóbal Serra attempts to construct an archaeology of that 
way of laughing, one certainly full of pathos, which exploits the 
tear and the guffaw simultaneously. Such “crying with laughter” 

50
 Rafael Sánchez Ferlosio, El Jarama (Madrid: Ediciones Destino, 1955).

51
 Clément Rosset, Le Principe de cruauté (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 
1987); L’Objet singulier (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1979).

52 
André Breton, ed., Anthology of Black Humor (1940), trans. Mark Polizzotti 
(San Francisco: City Lights Books, 1997).

53 
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(Barcelona: Tusquets, 1976).
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Yes, the Gypsy women’s rejoicing had to do with that asser-
tion. Serra had addressed them directly, after they had been rather 
lost by his discourse for some time, and paid them this compliment 
in order to regain their attention. Their excellence as actresses, 
Serra told them, had to do with their own strategies of survival, 
in which acting, performing, disguising, ritualizing, and drama-
tizing had become constituent gestures.60 They were, above all, 
actresses. As soon as the theater was able to understand this, they 
would make a glorious entrance on the stage with a mere presen-
tation of the way they lived. These words were greeted by an im-
mediate hubbub. They got up and went out into the street swathed 
in comforting joy. They celebrated it in their own way, with some 
voices sounding like songs and others promising a dance, but what 
their plump, rotund silhouettes drew against the outline of the 
Wittgenstein House was their contagious joie de vivre.

***
 
“I don’t want to go to another museum / I feel an urge / to knock 
it all to the ground.” The director of the play, Pepa Gamboa, 
had taught them this little song, “El Museo,” by the duo Vainica 
Doble. “The Prado, / the Reina Sofía, a thousand galleries, / and 
the Crystal Palace / I’m tired of looking / I can’t take a single step 
more.” The Gypsy women sang it like a children’s chant as they 
in fact walked toward the Reina Sofía. “I want to go to a tavern / 
order a red wine and some ham / hear the voices at the bar / 
maybe order a plate of shrimp.”61 Not a bad spirit with which to 
enter a national museum of modern art. The public often doubts 

60 René Girard, with Pierpaolo Antonello and João Cezar de Castro Rocha, 
Evolution and Conversion: Dialogues on the Origins of Culture (London: 
Continuum, 2008).

61 “No quiero ir a otro Museo / que me entran ganas / de tirarlo todo por el 
suelo. / El Museo del Prado, / el Reina Sofía, mil galerías, / y el Palacio 
de Cristal / Ya me ha cansado de mirar / no puedo dar un paso más. / Me 
quiero ir a un mesón / pedir un tinto y una de jamón / oír las voces en la 
barra / pedir, si acaso, una de gambas.” Carmen Santonja and Gloria Van 
Aerssen, Cancionero de Vainica Doble (Barcelona: Editorial Morsa, 2016).
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Jan Yoors arrived at the belief that the Lowara, the Gypsy 
people he had traveled with, have no notion of the future like the 
one we payos, gachós, or gadjos have in Western Europe.

39
 Yoors un-

derstands that our obsession with the future, boosted moreover by 
Christian millenarianism, was used by the Gypsies as a rudimen-
tary way of earning a living. Their unfettered ability to anticipate 
events and talk of what is going to happen is proportional to their 
absolute lack of belief and their cultural disregard for whatever 
will happen tomorrow. The development of a magical thinking, 
then, has the character of a game, a sort of rule or development 
of the esoteric on the basis of the taboos, superstitions, and fears 
manifested by those who requested their predictions.

39
 Jan Yoors, Gypsies (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1967).
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that: the homogenization of the idea of a people, “one, great, and 
free.” But how to “clean” the people and give it “splendor”?

Esencia de verbena, an early work by José Caballero dating 
from 1935,

46
 already announces this turmoil of the senses. The cen-

ter of the drawing, which bears the same title as a short film on the 
nature of popular festivals by the proto-Fascist Ernesto Giménez 
Caballero,

47
 is occupied by the face of a man whose eyes are melt-

ing, altered by the sensory experience of the festivities. This is the 
disorder the avant-gardes tried, curiously, to mitigate with allusions 
to futuristic kineticisms, expressionist grotesquerie, and oneiric 
and psychoanalytical visions. I say “mitigate” because the aim of 
all these interpretations is none other than to dominate the dangers 
of the fairground and defeat them. In Cielo negro, Manuel Mur Oti’s 
1951 film,

48
 the verbena, or popular festival, resembles untamed na-

ture in its chaos and surrender to the irrational forces that domi-
nate us. The protagonist ends up lost, surrounded by dangers, and 
soaked by a storm in a sort of divine punishment that bursts on the 
people in their disorderly laughter and revelry.

Patricia Molins has said that theatricality, the double life, the 
need to hide the past and the status of everyone—from atheists and 
Communists to homosexuals—turns staging into a norm of the 
public space and the cultural regime.

49
 It is therefore quite logi-

cal to find a certain realism bursting forth in film and literature 
(and also in painting, for instance, if we are to seek an explana-
tion for the drift from surrealism toward realism and materialism 
of artists like Tàpies and Millares), a naturalism that includes a 

46
 Pedro G. Romero, Horacio Fernández, Nicolás Sánchez Durá, and Teresa 
Grandas, En el ojo de la batalla (Valencia: Universidad de Valencia, Colegio 
Mayor Rector Peset, Central de la República, 2002).

47
 Román Gubern, Proyector de luna. La generación del 27 y el cine (Barcelona: 
Tusquets, 2006).

48
 Nekane E. Zubiaur Gorozika, Anatomía de un cineasta pasional. El cine de 
Manuel Mur Oti (Santander: Shangrila, 2013).

49
 Patricia Molins, “Surrealismo: El fantasma en el armario,” in Campo 
cerrado. Arte y poder en la posguerra española, 1939–1953, ed. María Dolores 
Jiménez-Blanco, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía 
(Madrid: MNCARS, 2016), 74–77 (English: “Surrealism: The Ghost in 
the Wardrobe,” 366–68).
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1940s, then victorious and still sinuously linked to us today—we 
must understand what kind of people they are, what equivoca-
tion of popular culture these Gypsy actresses represent as no one 
else does, given the “nobodies” they are.

Let us think for a moment about what Giorgio Agamben 
wrote on the significance of the word people in Italian (popolo), 
French (peuple), and Spanish (pueblo). It refers both to the sov-
ereign people, the downtrodden, and also the low life, the un-
derworld, the dregs of society that are excluded precisely by the 
people. “On the one hand lies the group People as an integral po-
litical body,” Agamben writes, “and on the other the subgroup 
people as a fragmentary multiplicity of needy and excluded bod-
ies; in the first case we find an inclusiveness that tries not to leave 
anything out, and in the second an exclusiveness that is evidently 
beyond hope; at one extreme, the total state of the integrated and 
sovereign citizens, and at the other the reservation—urban or 
rural slums—of the miserable, the oppressed, the defeated.”25 In 
his reasoning, of course, Agamben includes the Gypsies. In their 
bid to turn Germany into a single People, with a capital letter, the 
Nazis tried to exterminate the Roma people as well as the Jews, 
homosexuals, and other victims of exclusion, other peoples with 
a small p. Agamben does not rule out an updated version of his 
People/people dichotomy on the basis of the current development 
of liberal capitalism, with income and money, so-called well-
being, acting as a democratic stamp that includes those who have 
it within its sovereignty, and excludes those who do not.

In this sense, the symbolic plays a decisive role. In a differ-
ent text, Giorgio Agamben looks at the slangs spoken by many 
marginal groups of Gypsies.26 These spoken dialects are not ex-
actly Romany, nor are they the languages of the sovereign peoples 
they live alongside, but rather argots, diverse forms of spoken ex-
pression ranging from criminal slang to mere poetic expressions, 
like foreign poems. What Agamben points out is that if modern 

25 Giorgio Agamben, “La double identité du peuple,” Libération, February 
11, 1995.

26 Giorgio Agamben, “Le lingue e i popoli,” Luogo Comune, no. 1 (1990).
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the value of the scrawls and extravagances such institutions fre-
quently display in their rooms, but this skepticism is by no means 
a bad thing. Today’s informed public—what in the old days was 
called the cognoscieur—venerates and often sacralizes their con-
tents. But with this group, we’ll be all right. Nothing is going to 
frighten them, and they won’t even be surprised at the price of 
the bits and pieces, since many of them are scrap-metal dealers 
who know exactly where the technical prodigies sold in the 
department stores ultimately end up.

A blissful parenthesis before we begin the visit.  What fun those 
women had with the paintings and drawings of Nanda Papiri!62 The 
naive lines attracted a hint of mockery, but also admiration, a kind 
of spontaneous love for those little figures. And to go by the sheer 
volume of laughter and remarks, a certain sense of identification. 
Those paintings portrayed them. Juana María, one of the Gypsies, 
said they were the ones in the pictures, they were the drawings, 
and they had escaped from among all the inks and oils.

Miguel Mihura’s joke was also greeted with riotous laugh-
ter. We went inside the rooms of the museum and stood in front 
of it. It shows a lady in a fairground booth, with a bathing suit and 
a flower in her hair, who is showing her slender tattooed body to 
viewers. “Tell me, why does this lady have your portrait?” reads 
the caption under the drawing, which shows an overdressed 
woman in a hat pointing out the resemblance between her hus-
band, short and bandy-legged, and one of the pictures adorning 
the body of the tattooed female. There was also laughter at the 
drawing itself. In that area, which contained the drawings from 
the weekly magazine La Codorniz,63 from the Cubist synthesis of 
Mihura to the Surrealist alliteration of the collages of Enrique 
Herreros, humor naturalized the expressive discoveries of the 
artworks. They became what they really were, cartoon figures, 
whimsical and childish forms, mischievously free strokes that 
seemed consubstantial to the effort to make people laugh.

62 Ángel Crespo, Oda a Nanda Papiri (Cuenca: Col. La piedra que habla, 1959).
63 José Manuel Salcedo, ed., La Codorniz. Antología, 1941–1944, prologue by 

Chumy Chúmez (Madrid: Ediciones Arnao, 1987).
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In The Golden Bough, James George Frazer describes the 
mythological origin of many of these superstitions,

40
 which cer-

tainly existed before the arrival of the Gypsies. So too did the 
heightened notion of “fear,” with which the desire to know in 
advance is connected to, and finds its origin in, Frazer says, sed-
entary peoples who live in changing climates, with no clearly 
regular seasonal change, so that they cannot know exactly wheth-
er to expect a monsoon or the disappearance of the sun from 
the sky for months. The fact is that such “fear” fills magicians, 
witches, sibyls, soothsayers, and necromancers with attributes. 
It is indisputable, however, that in the more or less mythological 
descriptions of the first arrivals of bands of wandering Gypsies in 
Paris or Barcelona, the people are said to have had gone flocking 
owing to the fame that had preceded them for their knowledge of 
the divinatory arts.

Evidently, the drift of Cristóbal Serra’s talk at the Wittgenstein 
House had to do with a famous essay by the Austrian philosopher,

41
 

his Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough, a book in which the English 
mythographer’s positivist theses come in for a sound drubbing.

42
 

Frazer’s text, Wittgenstein says, has descriptive value, but his 
considerations on the backward or rudimentary nature of magic 
thought are totally mistaken. Any science feeds off its own expli-
catory principles, and observations of cause and effect further-
more predicate the same in tribal rituals as they do in logical or 
philological analysis. Wittgenstein’s critique also ravages Frazer’s 
tendency toward infantilism in his descriptions of ancient magic 
and rituals, since the discourses of Plato or Schopenhauer could 
basically be simplified just as easily. A certain paternalism, a cer-
tain superiority of logical positivism over other forms of knowl-
edge, eventually exasperates Wittgenstein, who ends up giving 
Frazer no quarter. In reality, Wittgenstein thinks, renouncing 

40
 James Georges Frazer, The Golden Bough: A Study in Magic and Religion, 
2nd ed. (London: MacMillan, 1900).

41 
Cristóbal Serra, Efigies (Barcelona: Tusquets, 2002).

42
 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Bemerkung über Frazers Golden Bough / Remarks on 
Frazer’s Golden Bough, ed. Rush Rhees, trans. A. C. Miles (Doncaster: 
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the original qualities of myths and folk tales merely impoverishes 
our understanding of the world.

Serra recalls Wittgenstein’s criticism of Frazer in exactly 
these terms.

43
 He wonders why Juan Eduardo Cirlot,

44
 for instance, 

no longer takes into consideration the popular character of fair-
ground attractions, fortune telling, and rhythmic music, and gives 
them instead a symbolic and esoteric reading based on high culture 
and mystic exegesis. The people become a kind of primitive force 
subjected to theological interpretation. The wagon wheel, or sim-
ply the Roma symbol of the “wheel,” appears as the sign of Fortune, 
the metaphor for life and the passage of time, the eternal return 
and the infinite. In short, Sisyphus, the perpetuum mobile. The ter-
ror of the “witch’s train,” a famous Spanish fairground attraction, 
synthesizes and mirrors life’s deepest fears, of what is to come.

In the cultured readings by Ramón Gómez de la Serna, 
Sebastià Gasch, and Maruja Mallo of the circus and the popular 
culture of the fairground stall,

45
 Serra finds a kind of cordon sani-

taire. The people leave stains, the Gypsy leaves dirt, the prostitute 
leaves you marked with her smear of cheap lipstick. There is an 
attraction and a detachment. The praise, analysis, poetic musing, 
and unbridled eulogy to which this kind of more or less popular or 
underworld phenomenon is subjected should not, Serra says, be al-
lowed to hide the desire to domesticate them, dominate them, and 
make them digestible for the social body. The people arouse “fear.” 
It is evident that the experience of the Spanish Civil War, the tri-
umph of Fascism, and the social practice of National Catholicism 
induces such readings, or the revival of their precedents. The peo-
ple arouse fear but the people are necessary: How are we to make 
a people to our own measure? Early Francoism, with its policy of 
extermination and elimination of the other, sought nothing but 

43 
Cristóbal Serra, Retorno a Cotiledonia (Palma de Mallorca: La Vía Insólita, 
1989).

44
 Juan Eduardo Cirlot, Diccionario de los Ismos (Barcelona: Argos, 1949).
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are expelled, their houses burned down, and any pretext—delin-
quency, dirtiness, vandalism—brandished as an excuse for get-
ting rid of them, the population that groups together in criminal 
acts against the Gypsies takes refuge in the common, in crime, 
criminals, the community: it must have been Fuenteovejuna!

In that case, “Fuenteovejuna, my Lord!” would surely sound 
more like a cry of hatred. But the Gypsy women understand it. 
They can see what the play is about, and what portrait it can or 
does paint. They know all about affronts, stained honor, and the 
solidarity of a community that exacts revenge in their name.21 
The origins of the vendetta and the settling of scores are not so 
very different.22 They also know that the law, the king’s old law 
that is now dispensed by democratic courts, will never restore to 
them their status as a community, because it necessarily lies on 
the edges of the cities,23 far from urban centers, distinguished by 
marginalization with no possibility of integrating, or a need not 
to integrate, into the main community,24 the “people.” It is pre-
cisely the one that takes them in and gives them work while also 
excluding them—or perhaps each excludes the other. And now it 
is attempting to integrate them with a stage play, trying to give 
them their place in the community, their place in that part of the 
people that it is their lot to be. It is a symbolic restitution. They 
have no political ground, no sovereignty, and are not of the com-
munity, but they are going to represent it and become its spokes-
person, its standard, the projection of an image.

We are going to visit the museum with them, and before 
they go inside and sit down in front of those castles and ruins, 
those bastions, fortresses, and battlements that are also Fuente-
ovejuna—the heroic image of the postwar Nationalist Spain of the 

21 Éric Fassin, Carine Fouteau, Serge Guichard, and Aurélie Windels, Roms 
& riverains. Une politique municipale de la race (Paris: La Fabrique Éditions, 
2014).

22 Leonardo Piasere, L’antiziganismo (Macerata: Quodlibet, 2015).
23 Olivier Razac, Barbed Wire: A Political History (2000), trans. Jonathan 

Kneight (New York: The New Press, 2002).
24 Beppe Rosso and Filippo Taricco, La città fragile (Turin: Bollati Borin-

ghieri, 2008).
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La Codorniz was the successor to La Ametralladora, a humor-
ous magazine that Tono and Mihura had put out under Nationalist 
supervision, and not infrequently with a vitriolic humor placed at 
the service of the Falange. Despite their political “commitment,” 
Tono’s photo-narratives and the exploits related by Mihura in 
María de la Hoz remain worthy discoveries.64 It is rather interesting 

64 Tono and Miguel Mihura, María de la Hoz (Valladolid: Ediciones Espa-
ñolas, 1938).
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to analyze the extreme humor of La Ametralladora. What comes 
out is an ironic way of treating war propaganda, generally viru-
lent and sordid, but here with all its harshnesses softened.65 See 
Mihura’s plan of ¿Cómo es Stalin por dentro? (How is Stalin on the 
Inside?), or his humorous rephrasing of “María de la O,” a copla he 
transformed into the María de la Hoz mentioned above: “for your 
hands two bombs; for your whim a fire; and to show off your body 
a red overall with a bulge in the middle.”66 It was, in effect, a mat-
ter of domesticating fear. The violence of the dialectical combat 
was now refined with cultured metaphors, infantile allusions, and 
the presentation of somewhat nonsensical situations. What Silverio 
Lanza taught Ramón Gómez de la Serna, a certain domestication 
of popular tavern humor that preserved its syntax and grammar 
but abandoned its brutal semantics, was exactly the project of the 
humorists of La Ametralladora. But that nonsense, of course, often 
referred to the war and the battlefield itself, which brought quite 
a few problems for the magazine’s authors. There was a certain 
hostility with the military and Catholic morality, but in the end 
they had their recompense. The possibility of a magazine like 
La Codorniz in the midst of the postwar National-Catholic repres-
sion and censorship can only be understood as a sort of prize or 
reward for the services of those who had made La Ametralladora.67

The comic tradition we know today as the humorists of the 
Generation of ’27—Miguel Mihura, Tono, Antoniorrobles, Edgar 
Neville, Bon, Enrique Jardiel Poncela, K-Hito (Ricardo García 
López), and so on68—had two of its main supports in Ramón 
Gómez de la Serna and the Eu ropean avant-gardes.69 As a ten-
tacular humor, it has been stressed as significant that it was able 

65 Edgar Neville, Frente de Madrid (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1941).
66 “para tus manos dos bombas; pá tu capricho un incendio; y pá lucirlo tu 

cuerpo un mono encarnado con un bulto en medio.”
67 José Romera del Castillo, Los dramaturgos del otro 27 (el del humor) recon-

struyen su memoria. De primera mano. Sobre escritura autobiográfica en España 
(siglo XX) (Madrid: Visor Libros, 2006).

68 Los humoristas del 27, ed. Patricia Molins, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro 
de Arte Reina Sofía (Madrid: Sinsentido Ediciones, 2002).

69 Ramón Gómez de la Serna, Ismos (Madrid: Editorial Guadarrama, 1975).
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Villa remembers castles as places evocative of grandeur, but he 
emphasizes their role as military fortresses and prisons, their 
histories of violence and cruelty, and the fratricidal wars that 
left their mark on them. He concludes, “Man is almost the same 
today as he was in the eleventh century. He likes to squeeze as 
much juice out of life as possible, even if at the cost of the lives 
of others, and by leaping over moral and cultural impediments. 
Some of us would like man not to be like that. Perhaps that is 
why we are banished.”10

To those historic ruins were added the ones produced by the 
war. Tourist itineraries were set up, the remains were spruced 
up for visitors, and large numbers of postcards were published.11 
Ruins and mutilated figures appear in the drawings by Carlos 
Sáenz de Tejada and Joaquín Valverde for Historia de la cruzada 
española (History of the Spanish Crusade), or in the drawings of 
José Caballero, faithful during the war to Salvador Dalí’s variant 
of Surrealism, for Laureados de España (Laureates of Spain). The 
postcards of the Alcázar of Toledo also show the mark left by 
everyday life during the siege of the fortress, when the besieged 
accumulated their belongings as though they were relics. The 
same was done with José Antonio Primo de Rivera’s prison cell 
in Alicante. These traces of everyday life in the ruins establish 
a symbolic continuity between the glorious past represented by 
the castles and contemporary heroism. They represent the victors 
as rebuilders, contrasting them with the destruction wrought by 

Juan Pérez de Ayala in “Una mirada al Nuevo Mundo (El exilio español 
en Latinoamérica),” Campo cerrado. Arte y poder en la posguerra española, 
1939–1953, ed. María Dolores Jiménez-Blanco, exh. cat. Museo Nacional 
Centro de Arte Reina Sofía (Madrid: MNCARS, 2016), 233.

10 José Moreno Villa, “Castillos en España,” in Retablo hispánico (Mexico 
City, Editorial Clavileño, 1946), 16.

11 Jacobo García Álvarez and Daniel Marías Martínez, “Geografía, pro-
paganda y turismo en la España de la postguerra: la Revista geográfica 
española,” in Actas del XII Coloquio de Geografía del Turismo, Ocio y Recrea-
ción (Madrid: Universidad Carlos III, 2010). Postcards show pictures of 
ruins, torture chambers, and churches converted into hospitals, such as 
those published by the Patronato Municipal de Turismo de Oviedo, Foto 
Mendía, 1937.
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The imagination that sprouts in fertile land owing to the decom-
position of thousands of bodies. Flowers grow among the dead. 
The end of the visit became a funeral cortège, a burial.

We move naturally on through the ruins drawn by José 
Caballero, Joaquín Valverde, and Carlos Sáenz de Tejada.

78
 I make 

78
 Vértice. Revista Nacional de Falange Española Tradicionalista y de las JONS 
(Madrid), no. 5, September–October 1937; no. 6, November 1937; no. 14, 
September 1938; no. 16, November 1938; no. 41, February 1941.
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through simulation.
2
 Such was the case of General Francisco Franco, 

for example, who had to quickly construct the image of a political 
leader for himself when he was named head of state in September 
1936. From then on, the propaganda machine made great efforts 
to represent him as a statesman when until then he had been a 
soldier with little public profile. In the first movie images taken 
of him, he pretends to be signing documents, insecure in front of 
the camera, with an usher behind him and a tapestry as a back-
drop.

3
 He soon became the leading protagonist of every event held 

in Spain. It was not enough to show him as the man in power. 
He had to be displayed as the successor to the great governors of 
Spain, vested with power through divine protection. At the op-
posite extreme, that of dissimulation, lay the populace, converted 
into a mass with no individual identity, and disappearing as per-
sons to exhibit themselves like actors or even “automata.”

The theatricalization resulting from this phenomenon af-
fected not only public life but also the private sphere, which moved 
into the foreground of propaganda. In a totalitarian system, the 
frontiers between the intimate and the public are dissolved, and 
privacy dissolves with them, since the government considers that 
bodies and lives are at its service, and that the family—and its 
headquarters, the home—is the basis of the nation-state.

4

In this essay, I shall examine certain details, rather than a 
homogeneous set of fragments, to show how that idea of secrecy,

5
 

2
 Fiction offers numerous examples, from the masked heroes of comic strips 
like El Guerrero del Antifaz and El Coyote (characters created in 1943 
by Manuel Gago and José Mallorquí, respectively) to films about living 
people who pass themselves off for dead (El difunto es un vivo, Ignacio F. 
Iquino, 1941; Los cuatro Robinsones, Eduardo García Maroto, 1939; or, later 
on, the films of Víctor Erice, who associates secrecy and fabulation with 
the postwar world.)

3
 See “Franco en Salamanca – 1,” YouTube video, 1:30 (1937), Ministerio 
de Educación, Cultura y Deporte – Canal Cultura, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=FcWQLHlefCk (accessed November 8, 2016).

4
 See ibid.

5
 In her novel La sinrazón, the writer Rosa Chacel shrewdly analyzes the 
importance of the cinema and the theater as symptoms of the malaise of 
an epoch and as a refuge against it. 
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to transmit certain radical experiences of modernity in the visual 
and pictorial arts.70 The one-act comic sainete and baroque con-
ceptismo were certainly two of its sources, but when the Postist 
poets, for instance, praise Jardiel or Neville, they do so because 
they find a capacity in them to transmit radical poetical forms 
and poetic lives that probably seemed never to have existed in the 
country before, especially to those living in military and Catholic 
postwar Spain.71 Dámaso Alonso and Gerardo Diego had been 
poets of the ’27 Generation and performed their experiments with 
language,72 but what remained in them was a form of academic 
life, whatever their poems might say.73 The humorists, however, 
had not only made the formal experiments of the avant-gardes 
popular in magazines, films, and radio plays, but were moreover 
able to transmit another life, another possible way of being in 
society, more or less liberated from the moral and political pin-
cers of National Catholicism. Their laughter provoked a chain 
of laughter, silly laughter, and even if no one knew where the 
first roar of laughter came from, it became contagious, a repeti-
tive and nervous laughter, a laughter that laughs itself, a foolish, 
empty, and contaminating laughter. “We didn’t know what we 
were laughing at, but we laughed,” a theatrical Francisco Nieva 
once jubilantly said.

Supreme decision. Tono’s drawing shows a reflective and mel-
ancholy gentleman with the portrait of his loved one hurled to the 
ground. He takes a rope, heads melodramatically toward a tree, 
and, instead of hanging himself, he makes himself a swing. The 
Gypsies literally burst with laughter at the simple gag. The draw-
ing is just right too. The long face of the prim young man already 

70 Santiago Fortuño Llorens and María Luisa Burguera, Vanguardia y humorismo. 
La otra generación del 27 (Castellón de la Plana: Universitat Jaume I, 1998).

71 José Antonio Llera Ruiz, El humor verbal y visual de “La Codorniz” (Madrid: 
CSIC, 2003).

72 Luis García Montero, La palabra de Ícaro. Estudios literarios sobre García 
Lorca y Alberti (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 1996).

73 José Antonio Fortes, Escritos intempestivos (contra el pensamiento literario 
establecido) (Granada: Asociación Investigación & Crítica de la Ideología 
Literaria en España, 2004).
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starting point is precisely a picture by Carlos Vázquez, Aventuras 
de los molinos de viento (Adventures of the Windmills), of which 
Picabia makes a copy that is almost identical to the original in 
what appears to be an allegory of the defeat of idealism with the 
end of the war. Like the victors, Picabia chooses a prestigious 
figure for his representation of events, but his character is taken 
from literature whereas the Francoists preferred imperial per-
sonages or medieval heroes, such as El Cid or the Crusaders.

The Ruin: Testimony to the Grandeur of the Past 
and the Violence of the Present

The military exploits of the Nationalist rebels were resituated 
in a remote and heroic world, the glorious Spain of the past. It 
was a world of castles on the one hand and popular types on the 
other, referring back to the two basic classes of the old regime, 
the lords and the people, as captured by José Ortiz Echagüe in 
his photographs of castles and popular types. When they were 
published in his book Tipos y trajes de España (Spain: Types and 
Costumes) in 1930, José Ortega y Gasset pointed out that the Spain 
they portrayed was an extinct world, not the real one.8 That dead 
Spain is the one still portrayed in its castles: remnants of a lordly 
past, in part sold to those outside Spain. In his images, however, 
they are immortal, blending into the landscape, made of the very 
stone that surrounds them, and haloed by resplendent clouds. 
This vision was qualified somewhat by José Moreno Villa in an 
article he published in Retablo hispánico, a book that brings to-
gether the vision of Spain’s past held by those exiled in Mexico, 
who, as León Felipe said, had taken “the ancient voice of the 
land” with them but were reaching the painful realization that 
without a homeland there were no psalms to be sung.9 Moreno 

8 José Ortega y Gasset, “Para una ciencia del traje popular,” prologue to 
José Ortiz Echagüe, Tipos y trajes de España (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1930). 
See also José Ortiz Echagüe, España, castillos y alcázares (Madrid: Publi-
caciones Ortiz Echagüe, 1956).

9 León Felipe, “Palabras…,” 1958, prologue to Ángela Figuera Aymerich, 
Belleza cruel (Mexico City: Universidad de México, 1958), compiled by 
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in the form of appearance, disappearance, and simulacrum, fil-
tered its way through the society created by the new state, leav-
ing a profound mark on it that has lasted to this day. The period 
immediately after the war is still little known and far less the 
object of critical recognition, as María Dolores Jiménez-Blanco 
points out in the catalogue to the exhibition Campo cerrado (Closed 
Field), even though it contains the germ of what was to be the 
brilliant period of postwar art. The details we shall focus on are 
activities of the masses, with their related technical propaganda 
and the concept of the people as actors; the home, with its distant 
ideal, the castle, and its variants—aristocratic (the homes of cer-
tain leaders), popular (through designs linked to traditional arts 
and crafts), and middle class (the models of the Sección Femenina, 
the Women’s Section of the Falange); the phantasmagorical vision 
of certain architects and artists indebted to Metaphysical painting 
(pittura metafisica) and Surrealism; and finally, the image of all 
this reflected in the critical and grotesque mirror of La Codorniz.

Automata and Loudspeakers

Automata. That is the term the anonymous writer Romley uses 
in “Estética de las muchedumbres” (Aesthetic of the Crowds) for 
those who take part in public ceremonials, a subject on which he 
also wrote an article in Vértice and four more pieces for ABC in 
Seville, all dedicated to the minister of education, Pedro Sáinz 
Rodríguez. In these articles, Romley writes from a perspective 
that combines aristocratism with totalitarianism to propose the 
street as the scenario for the regime’s propaganda, making it 
the representation of the new order in itself. It would be a street 
with cars in good condition, well-fed horses (“a limit to the ma-
cabre skinniness of the horses,” demands Romley), grandiose ar-
chitecture, and impeccable citizens (dressed in English clothes 
and, of course, wearing hats) who would move like “automata” 
in response to the sounds (orders, slogans, chants) from loud-
speakers coordinated by radio. Nothing could be further from the 
miserable reality of the time. Romley himself is aware that he is 
proposing a performance in the confident belief that appearances 
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and Francisco Nieva,
77

 or the original models of Max Ernst, and 
finally in the phantasmagorical photographs of Gregorio Prieto, 
we found ourselves before an operating table, the dissecting cabi-
net of the forensic doctor, the cadavre exquis. Cut up, cut up again, 
stick back together. Chop into pieces. Everything now smelled of 
cadaverine. The laughter that follows the fright in a scary movie. 

77
 Rafael de Cózar, ed., Postismo y La Cerbatana. Revistas dirigidas por Carlos 
de Edmundo de Ory (Seville: Renacimiento, 2011).
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Sevilla, 18 de julio de 1936 (Seville, July 18, 1936), exhibited in 1939 
at Los Certales de Sevilla. There the general appears as a man of 
action, walking among his military staff, while flanking him are 
two female figures, one an allegorical representation of the Red 
barbarity before the war, and the other of the Nationalist victory 
and its promise of prosperity.

Although the general posed for the artist, he did so as though 
walking, with one arm and hand raised in front of him, so that 
the picture looks like a film still. Curiously, the operation per-
formed by the artist—an academic painting realized in the studio, 
with the sitter posing—conceals the (photographic or filmic) 
technical aspect of the image, a mechanism which inverts that 
used by Francis Picabia in his picture of Don Quixote fallen from 
his horse, Don Quichotte (1941–42), part of the series on Spain 
painted by Picabia over the course of many years, though much 
less well known than his La Révolution espagnole (The Spanish 
Revolution) of 1937. In these works there is always a double fold 
or a double secret. They are readymades, taken from represen-
tations in the mass media or academic paintings, and disguised 
behind a naturalist appearance. In the case of Don Quichotte, the 
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announces the folly of his gesture. “Look at the gachó ’s face,” cried 
one of the Gypsy actresses. Under the driving force of that laugh-
ter, we went into the room showing Eduardo García Maroto’s 
film Tres eran tres,74 a precursor in so many ways of ¡Bienvenido, 

74 Miguel Olid, Eduardo García Maroto. Vida y obra de un cineasta (Seville: 
Universidad de Sevilla, 2012).
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The head of the military rebellion against the Republican 
government in Andalusia, General Gonzalo Queipo de Llano, had 
himself portrayed, microphone in hand, by Alfonso Grosso. That 
portrait combined two favorite tendencies—though not the only 
ones—in the propaganda art of the Nationalists from the start of 
the Civil War. The first was academic painting, and the second 
mass propaganda through modern technology—the microphone 
evokes the radio talks that had made Queipo both famous and 
feared since the start of the conflict, and he was also shown with 
a microphone by photographer Jalón Ángel in his album of por-
traits of the leading figures of the new regime. The image was 
shown at the Regional Exhibition in Seville in 1940, where there 
was also a portrait of Maruja, the general’s daughter, signed by 
Carlos Vázquez.7 Vázquez had been a successful artist, the friend 
and virtually the official portraitist of singer and actress Raquel 
Meller, as well as the painter of a triptych dedicated to Queipo, 

7 I am most grateful to Julio Elizalde for providing me with information  
and photographs belonging to the Fundación Barraquer, the legatee of 
the artist’s work (currently under transfer to institutions in Ciudad Real).
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Mister Marshall!, the classic film by Luis García Berlanga, Juan 
Antonio Bardem, and, without a doubt, Mihura. And we came in 
toward the middle of the third chapter, “La Españolada,” when 
a small and exhausted drunkard charges at the parodic toréador, 
or rather picador, like something out of Mérimée’s Carmen, and 
falls at his feet, his strength spent, half dead in the middle of the 
street. Afterward, there was another burst of laughter when 
the colorless Carmen parodically removed the sword from the 
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can make up the essence of the state: “We shall now inaugurate 
a magnificent, knightly, and arrogant Spain, with an ideal of 
beauty in every thing and with joy of living in every man.… What 
is life if we suppress that beautiful lie, the banal game of the evi-
dently artificial?”6 The importance of ceremonies and the people’s 
participation in them lies not only in the need to represent the 
new state but also in the importance of demonstrating popular 
adherence to it, bearing in mind that the Nationalists, unlike 
the Popular Front, had no mass political parties at their disposal.

6 Romley [Manuel María Gómez Comes], “Estética de las muchedumbres. 
IV Escenografía del Estado,” ABC (Seville), March 30, 1938. The other 
articles referred to are: “I Los escenarios,” March 4, 1938; “II Las muche-
dumbres,” March 10, 1938; “III El día y la noche,” March 17, 1938; and 
“V Estética mínima de la calle,” June 4, 1938. The cover of one of them, 
incidentally, shows the wax figures of the European leaders, Hitler and 
Mussolini included, at Madame Tussaud’s in London. On the ceremoni-
als, see Ángel Llorente, Arte e ideología en el franquismo (1936–1951) (Ma-
drid: Antonio Machado, 1995). The term muchedumbres (crowds) is one 
of those used in the efforts by Francoism to resemanticize the language, 
avoiding terms associated with the “Reds.” Masa (mass) thus became mu-
chedumbre, obrero (worker) became productor (producer), and so on.
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back of the dead bullfighter, the very same who had fought a duel 
for her honor a few minutes earlier, while she, the operetta Gypsy, 
sings a sorrowful but at the same time saucy copla. They laughed 
at the blood, too: the bubbling of the blood as it spurts out.

Without knowing why, I decided to intervene at that mo-
ment, bringing the torrent of laughter to an abrupt halt. What 
I told them was the story of a drawing by Goya, and some paint-
ings. The preparatory oil of one of his famous tapestries was 
known by the title of El albañil borracho (The Drunken Mason). 
Held up by two workmates, the figure comes stumbling through 
the scaffolding of the building he is working on. The bearers, 
dressed in rags, laugh while a stream of blood runs from his head 
and stains his shirt. However, the second painting, a more fin-
ished version for the tapestry destined for the rooms of the Royal 
Palace, shows more decorum. The blood and rags have disap-
peared. The expression of the companions is circumspect. The 
scene had attained such a level of refinement that they decided 
to change its title to El albañil herido (The Injured Mason).75 It is 
evident that Goya was not aiming at a political denunciation of 
unsafe working conditions in the eighteenth century. That was 
never his intention. If we regard these paintings as political, it is 
not because of trade union fliers. The whole political content of 
these works by Goya lies in that displacement of sense.

Monsters!!! Thieves!!! Fear!!! Spirits!!! Not even the drawing 
by Manolo Jaén seemed to enliven the atmosphere.76 My com-
ments on Goya’s paintings, which were, I suppose, erudite, threw 
a damper over the rest of the tour. “That spoilsport payo,” every 
single one of the reproachful glances of the Gypsy women seemed 
to say to me. We passed in front of one of Enrique Herreros’s col-
lages and photomontages for La Codorniz, and its mournful side 
seemed to prevail. In Tres eran tres, we had also seen a parody 
of Doctor Frankenstein. Now, in every photomontage of the hu-
morous magazine, in the drawings and prints of Zabaleta, in the 
collages of Alfonso Buñuel, Chumy Chúmez, Adriano del Valle, 

75 Tzvetan Todorov, Goya à l’ombre des lumières (Paris: Flammarion, 2011).
76 José Emilio Burucúa, La imagen y la risa (Cáceres: Periférica, 2007).
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The head of the military rebellion against the Republican 
government in Andalusia, General Gonzalo Queipo de Llano, had 
himself portrayed, microphone in hand, by Alfonso Grosso. That 
portrait combined two favorite tendencies—though not the only 
ones—in the propaganda art of the Nationalists from the start of 
the Civil War. The first was academic painting, and the second 
mass propaganda through modern technology—the microphone 
evokes the radio talks that had made Queipo both famous and 
feared since the start of the conflict, and he was also shown with 
a microphone by photographer Jalón Ángel in his album of por-
traits of the leading figures of the new regime. The image was 
shown at the Regional Exhibition in Seville in 1940, where there 
was also a portrait of Maruja, the general’s daughter, signed by 
Carlos Vázquez.

7
 Vázquez had been a successful artist, the friend 

and virtually the official portraitist of singer and actress Raquel 
Meller, as well as the painter of a triptych dedicated to Queipo, 

7
 I am most grateful to Julio Elizalde for providing me with information  
and photographs belonging to the Fundación Barraquer, the legatee of 
the artist’s work (currently under transfer to institutions in Ciudad Real).
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Mister Marshall!, the classic film by Luis García Berlanga, Juan 
Antonio Bardem, and, without a doubt, Mihura. And we came in 
toward the middle of the third chapter, “La Españolada,” when 
a small and exhausted drunkard charges at the parodic toréador, 
or rather picador, like something out of Mérimée’s Carmen, and 
falls at his feet, his strength spent, half dead in the middle of the 
street. Afterward, there was another burst of laughter when 
the colorless Carmen parodically removed the sword from the 
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in the form of appearance, disappearance, and simulacrum, fil-
tered its way through the society created by the new state, leav-
ing a profound mark on it that has lasted to this day. The period 
immediately after the war is still little known and far less the 
object of critical recognition, as María Dolores Jiménez-Blanco 
points out in the catalogue to the exhibition Campo cerrado (Closed 
Field ), even though it contains the germ of what was to be the 
brilliant period of postwar art. The details we shall focus on are 
activities of the masses, with their related technical propaganda 
and the concept of the people as actors; the home, with its distant 
ideal, the castle, and its variants—aristocratic (the homes of cer-
tain leaders), popular (through designs linked to traditional arts 
and crafts), and middle class (the models of the Sección Femenina, 
the Women’s Section of the Falange); the phantasmagorical vision 
of certain architects and artists indebted to Metaphysical painting 
(pittura metafisica) and Surrealism; and finally, the image of all 
this reflected in the critical and grotesque mirror of La Codorniz.

Automata and Loudspeakers

Automata. That is the term the anonymous writer Romley uses 
in “Estética de las muchedumbres” (Aesthetic of the Crowds) for 
those who take part in public ceremonials, a subject on which he 
also wrote an article in Vértice and four more pieces for ABC in 
Seville, all dedicated to the minister of education, Pedro Sáinz 
Rodríguez. In these articles, Romley writes from a perspective 
that combines aristocratism with totalitarianism to propose the 
street as the scenario for the regime’s propaganda, making it 
the representation of the new order in itself. It would be a street 
with cars in good condition, well-fed horses (“a limit to the ma-
cabre skinniness of the horses,” demands Romley), grandiose ar-
chitecture, and impeccable citizens (dressed in English clothes 
and, of course, wearing hats) who would move like “automata” 
in response to the sounds (orders, slogans, chants) from loud-
speakers coordinated by radio. Nothing could be further from the 
miserable reality of the time. Romley himself is aware that he is 
proposing a performance in the confident belief that appearances 
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and Francisco Nieva,77 or the original models of Max Ernst, and 
finally in the phantasmagorical photographs of Gregorio Prieto, 
we found ourselves before an operating table, the dissecting cabi-
net of the forensic doctor, the cadavre exquis. Cut up, cut up again, 
stick back together. Chop into pieces. Everything now smelled of 
cadaverine. The laughter that follows the fright in a scary movie. 

77 Rafael de Cózar, ed., Postismo y La Cerbatana. Revistas dirigidas por Carlos 
de Edmundo de Ory (Seville: Renacimiento, 2011).
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Sevilla, 18 de julio de 1936 (Seville, July 18, 1936), exhibited in 1939 
at Los Certales de Sevilla. There the general appears as a man of 
action, walking among his military staff, while flanking him are 
two female figures, one an allegorical representation of the Red 
barbarity before the war, and the other of the Nationalist victory 
and its promise of prosperity.

Although the general posed for the artist, he did so as though 
walking, with one arm and hand raised in front of him, so that 
the picture looks like a film still. Curiously, the operation per-
formed by the artist—an academic painting realized in the studio, 
with the sitter posing—conceals the (photographic or filmic) 
technical aspect of the image, a mechanism which inverts that 
used by Francis Picabia in his picture of Don Quixote fallen from 
his horse, Don Quichotte (1941–42), part of the series on Spain 
painted by Picabia over the course of many years, though much 
less well known than his La Révolution espagnole (The Spanish 
Revolution) of 1937. In these works there is always a double fold 
or a double secret. They are readymades, taken from represen-
tations in the mass media or academic paintings, and disguised 
behind a naturalist appearance. In the case of Don Quichotte, the 
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announces the folly of his gesture. “Look at the gachó’s face,” cried 
one of the Gypsy actresses. Under the driving force of that laugh-
ter, we went into the room showing Eduardo García Maroto’s 
film Tres eran tres,

74
 a precursor in so many ways of ¡Bienvenido, 

74
 Miguel Olid, Eduardo García Maroto. Vida y obra de un cineasta (Seville: 
Universidad de Sevilla, 2012).
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The imagination that sprouts in fertile land owing to the decom-
position of thousands of bodies. Flowers grow among the dead. 
The end of the visit became a funeral cortège, a burial.

We move naturally on through the ruins drawn by José 
Caballero, Joaquín Valverde, and Carlos Sáenz de Tejada.78 I make 

78 Vértice. Revista Nacional de Falange Española Tradicionalista y de las JONS 
(Madrid), no. 5, September–October 1937; no. 6, November 1937; no. 14, 
September 1938; no. 16, November 1938; no. 41, February 1941.
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through simulation.2 Such was the case of General Francisco Franco, 
for example, who had to quickly construct the image of a political 
leader for himself when he was named head of state in September 
1936. From then on, the propaganda machine made great efforts 
to represent him as a statesman when until then he had been a 
soldier with little public profile. In the first movie images taken 
of him, he pretends to be signing documents, insecure in front of 
the camera, with an usher behind him and a tapestry as a back-
drop.3 He soon became the leading protagonist of every event held 
in Spain. It was not enough to show him as the man in power. 
He had to be displayed as the successor to the great governors of 
Spain, vested with power through divine protection. At the op-
posite extreme, that of dissimulation, lay the populace, converted 
into a mass with no individual identity, and disappearing as per-
sons to exhibit themselves like actors or even “automata.”

The theatricalization resulting from this phenomenon af-
fected not only public life but also the private sphere, which moved 
into the foreground of propaganda. In a totalitarian system, the 
frontiers between the intimate and the public are dissolved, and 
privacy dissolves with them, since the government considers that 
bodies and lives are at its service, and that the family—and its 
headquarters, the home—is the basis of the nation-state.4

In this essay, I shall examine certain details, rather than a 
homogeneous set of fragments, to show how that idea of secrecy,5 

2 Fiction offers numerous examples, from the masked heroes of comic strips 
like El Guerrero del Antifaz and El Coyote (characters created in 1943 
by Manuel Gago and José Mallorquí, respectively) to films about living 
people who pass themselves off for dead (El difunto es un vivo, Ignacio F. 
Iquino, 1941; Los cuatro Robinsones, Eduardo García Maroto, 1939; or, later 
on, the films of Víctor Erice, who associates secrecy and fabulation with 
the postwar world.)

3 See “Franco en Salamanca – 1,” YouTube video, 1:30 (1937), Ministerio 
de Educación, Cultura y Deporte – Canal Cultura, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=FcWQLHlefCk (accessed November 8, 2016).

4 See ibid.
5 In her novel La sinrazón, the writer Rosa Chacel shrewdly analyzes the 

importance of the cinema and the theater as symptoms of the malaise of 
an epoch and as a refuge against it. 
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to transmit certain radical experiences of modernity in the visual 
and pictorial arts.

70
 The one-act comic sainete and baroque con-

ceptismo were certainly two of its sources, but when the Postist 
poets, for instance, praise Jardiel or Neville, they do so because 
they find a capacity in them to transmit radical poetical forms 
and poetic lives that probably seemed never to have existed in the 
country before, especially to those living in military and Catholic 
postwar Spain.

71
 Dámaso Alonso and Gerardo Diego had been 

poets of the ’27 Generation and performed their experiments with 
language,

72
 but what remained in them was a form of academic 

life, whatever their poems might say.
73

 The humorists, however, 
had not only made the formal experiments of the avant-gardes 
popular in magazines, films, and radio plays, but were moreover 
able to transmit another life, another possible way of being in 
society, more or less liberated from the moral and political pin-
cers of National Catholicism. Their laughter provoked a chain 
of laughter, silly laughter, and even if no one knew where the 
first roar of laughter came from, it became contagious, a repeti-
tive and nervous laughter, a laughter that laughs itself, a foolish, 
empty, and contaminating laughter. “We didn’t know what we 
were laughing at, but we laughed,” a theatrical Francisco Nieva 
once jubilantly said.

Supreme decision. Tono’s drawing shows a reflective and mel-
ancholy gentleman with the portrait of his loved one hurled to the 
ground. He takes a rope, heads melodramatically toward a tree, 
and, instead of hanging himself, he makes himself a swing. The 
Gypsies literally burst with laughter at the simple gag. The draw-
ing is just right too. The long face of the prim young man already 

70
 Santiago Fortuño Llorens and María Luisa Burguera, Vanguardia y humorismo. 
La otra generación del 27 (Castellón de la Plana: Universitat Jaume I, 1998).

71
 José Antonio Llera Ruiz, El humor verbal y visual de “La Codorniz” (Madrid: 
CSIC, 2003).

72
 Luis García Montero, La palabra de Ícaro. Estudios literarios sobre García 
Lorca y Alberti (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 1996).

73
 José Antonio Fortes, Escritos intempestivos (contra el pensamiento literario 
establecido) (Granada: Asociación Investigación & Crítica de la Ideología 
Literaria en España, 2004).
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starting point is precisely a picture by Carlos Vázquez, Aventuras 
de los molinos de viento (Adventures of the Windmills), of which 
Picabia makes a copy that is almost identical to the original in 
what appears to be an allegory of the defeat of idealism with the 
end of the war. Like the victors, Picabia chooses a prestigious 
figure for his representation of events, but his character is taken 
from literature whereas the Francoists preferred imperial per-
sonages or medieval heroes, such as El Cid or the Crusaders.

The Ruin: Testimony to the Grandeur of the Past 
and the Violence of the Present

The military exploits of the Nationalist rebels were resituated 
in a remote and heroic world, the glorious Spain of the past. It 
was a world of castles on the one hand and popular types on the 
other, referring back to the two basic classes of the old regime, 
the lords and the people, as captured by José Ortiz Echagüe in 
his photographs of castles and popular types. When they were 
published in his book Tipos y trajes de España (Spain: Types and 
Costumes) in 1930, José Ortega y Gasset pointed out that the Spain 
they portrayed was an extinct world, not the real one.

8
 That dead 

Spain is the one still portrayed in its castles: remnants of a lordly 
past, in part sold to those outside Spain. In his images, however, 
they are immortal, blending into the landscape, made of the very 
stone that surrounds them, and haloed by resplendent clouds. 
This vision was qualified somewhat by José Moreno Villa in an 
article he published in Retablo hispánico, a book that brings to-
gether the vision of Spain’s past held by those exiled in Mexico, 
who, as León Felipe said, had taken “the ancient voice of the 
land” with them but were reaching the painful realization that 
without a homeland there were no psalms to be sung.

9
 Moreno 

8
 José Ortega y Gasset, “Para una ciencia del traje popular,” prologue to 
José Ortiz Echagüe, Tipos y trajes de España (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1930). 
See also José Ortiz Echagüe, España, castillos y alcázares (Madrid: Publi-
caciones Ortiz Echagüe, 1956).

9
 León Felipe, “Palabras…,” 1958, prologue to Ángela Figuera Aymerich, 
Belleza cruel (Mexico City: Universidad de México, 1958), compiled by 
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some remark about the possibility of seeing and reading such ca-
tastrophe and desolation as laughable. But nobody picks up on the 
remark. Something glum has thrust its way into the atmosphere, 
and the party has been spoiled. We don’t feel like a party. When 
we get to José Ortiz Echagüe’s photographs of castles, an area 
where I had hoped to naturalize and exemplify their theatrical 
work on Fuenteovejuna, the comments are expressed once more in 
grave tones. In fact, one of the actresses, Antonia, reminds me  
of a commentary on the background of “La hija de Juan Simón,”79 
a milonga by Concepción Camps, Mauricio Torres García, and 
Daniel Montorio Fajó, which was sung in the Republican years by 
Angelillo under the production of no less than Luis Buñuel, and 
became the official hymn of the postwar period. The village’s only 
gravedigger had to bury his own daughter. When someone cried 
while listening to this melodramatic copla, nobody suspected that 
they were really lamenting the victory of the Nationalists and 
weeping for their own dead. César Rina has shown how the Holy 
Week festivities served in the 1940s to express grief for one’s own 
dead in a public setting.80 The victors already did so in masses 
and patriotic functions, and their dueling grounds were institu-
tionalized. But the defeated, full of shame and fearful of brutal 
repression, used the streets, the grieving processions behind the 
cloaks and hair of Christs and Virgins, to cry their hearts out. The 
copla, the tavern, and the pathetic fairground stall had no other 
function. The “queens,” the “half-men,” and the “pansies”81 con-
structed a symbolic space where they could pass rapidly from 
laughter to sobbing. Mourners gesticulating to the point of par-
oxysm. Silly laughter can sometimes produce bitter tears.

79 Max Aub, Conversaciones con Buñuel. Seguidas de 45 entrevistas con familiares, 
amigos y colaboradores del cineasta aragonés (Madrid: Aguilar, 1985).

80 César Rina Simón, Los imaginarios y la religiosidad popular, 1936–1949 
(Badajoz: Diputación de Badajoz, 2015).

81 Francisco Vázquez García and Richard Cleminson, Hermaphroditism, 
Medical Science and Sexual Identity in Spain, 1850–1960 (Cardiff: University 
of Wales Press, 2009).
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“The theme of secret acts remains within me because those acts 
are like a game of roulette on which one stakes one’s life,” writes 
Rosa Chacel in a diary entry for Thursday, April 8, 1965. Chacel 
started her diary in 1940 while in exile in France, and contin-
ued it throughout the travels that took her to Mexico, Argentina, 
Brazil, and the United States before her return to Spain. The 
theme of the secret is recurrent in these diaries, and even the title, 
Alcancía (Piggy Bank), is etymologically derived, as she pointed 
out herself in the prologue when they were published, from the 
word Kanz, which means “hidden treasure.” In the cited entry, 
she relates it to Arthur Rimbaud and Federico García Lorca, 
two poets whose “evidence,” their posthumous fame, is linked to 
their disappearance. “Whether or not Lorca is a poet of universal 
reach, the way he lost his life—something he was not to blame 
for, and which he neither provoked nor suspected—was enough 
to give him immortality.”1 Throughout her diaries, which she 
wrote as an exploration in parallel to her “public” literature with 
thoughts of publishing them in the future, the diffuse borders 
between secrecy and evidence nonetheless constantly appear as 
elements that structure both the diaries and her literature, which 
in turn weave a web between her works and her life.

Secrecy, in its countless paradoxical variants, was a con-
stant of the postwar period in Spain, especially in forms of double 
identity, one real and the other hidden by dissimulation or created 

1 Rosa Chacel, Alcancía. Ida (Barcelona: Plaza y Janés, 1994), 408 (all the 
quotations in this paragraph).

65

to analyze the extreme humor of La Ametralladora. What comes 
out is an ironic way of treating war propaganda, generally viru-
lent and sordid, but here with all its harshnesses softened.

65
 See 

Mihura’s plan of ¿Cómo es Stalin por dentro? (How is Stalin on the 
Inside?), or his humorous rephrasing of “María de la O,” a copla he 
transformed into the María de la Hoz mentioned above: “for your 
hands two bombs; for your whim a fire; and to show off your body 
a red overall with a bulge in the middle.”

66
 It was, in effect, a mat-

ter of domesticating fear. The violence of the dialectical combat 
was now refined with cultured metaphors, infantile allusions, and 
the presentation of somewhat nonsensical situations. What Silverio 
Lanza taught Ramón Gómez de la Serna, a certain domestication 
of popular tavern humor that preserved its syntax and grammar 
but abandoned its brutal semantics, was exactly the project of the 
humorists of La Ametralladora. But that nonsense, of course, often 
referred to the war and the battlefield itself, which brought quite 
a few problems for the magazine’s authors. There was a certain 
hostility with the military and Catholic morality, but in the end 
they had their recompense. The possibility of a magazine like 
La Codorniz in the midst of the postwar National-Catholic repres-
sion and censorship can only be understood as a sort of prize or 
reward for the services of those who had made La Ametralladora.

67

The comic tradition we know today as the humorists of the 
Generation of ’27—Miguel Mihura, Tono, Antoniorrobles, Edgar 
Neville, Bon, Enrique Jardiel Poncela, K-Hito (Ricardo García 
López), and so on

68
—had two of its main supports in Ramón 

Gómez de la Serna and the Eu ropean avant-gardes.
69

 As a ten-
tacular humor, it has been stressed as significant that it was able 

65
 Edgar Neville, Frente de Madrid (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1941).

66
 “para tus manos dos bombas; pá tu capricho un incendio; y pá lucirlo tu 
cuerpo un mono encarnado con un bulto en medio.”

67
 José Romera del Castillo, Los dramaturgos del otro 27 (el del humor) recon-
struyen su memoria. De primera mano. Sobre escritura autobiográfica en España 
(siglo XX) (Madrid: Visor Libros, 2006).

68
 Los humoristas del 27, ed. Patricia Molins, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro 
de Arte Reina Sofía (Madrid: Sinsentido Ediciones, 2002).

69
 Ramón Gómez de la Serna, Ismos (Madrid: Editorial Guadarrama, 1975).
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Villa remembers castles as places evocative of grandeur, but he 
emphasizes their role as military fortresses and prisons, their 
histories of violence and cruelty, and the fratricidal wars that 
left their mark on them. He concludes, “Man is almost the same 
today as he was in the eleventh century. He likes to squeeze as 
much juice out of life as possible, even if at the cost of the lives 
of others, and by leaping over moral and cultural impediments. 
Some of us would like man not to be like that. Perhaps that is 
why we are banished.”

10

To those historic ruins were added the ones produced by the 
war. Tourist itineraries were set up, the remains were spruced 
up for visitors, and large numbers of postcards were published.

11
 

Ruins and mutilated figures appear in the drawings by Carlos 
Sáenz de Tejada and Joaquín Valverde for Historia de la cruzada 
española (History of the Spanish Crusade), or in the drawings of 
José Caballero, faithful during the war to Salvador Dalí’s variant 
of Surrealism, for Laureados de España (Laureates of Spain). The 
postcards of the Alcázar of Toledo also show the mark left by 
everyday life during the siege of the fortress, when the besieged 
accumulated their belongings as though they were relics. The 
same was done with José Antonio Primo de Rivera’s prison cell 
in Alicante. These traces of everyday life in the ruins establish 
a symbolic continuity between the glorious past represented by 
the castles and contemporary heroism. They represent the victors 
as rebuilders, contrasting them with the destruction wrought by 

Juan Pérez de Ayala in “Una mirada al Nuevo Mundo (El exilio español 
en Latinoamérica),” Campo cerrado. Arte y poder en la posguerra española, 
1939–1953, ed. María Dolores Jiménez-Blanco, exh. cat. Museo Nacional 
Centro de Arte Reina Sofía (Madrid: MNCARS, 2016), 233.

10
 José Moreno Villa, “Castillos en España,” in Retablo hispánico (Mexico 
City, Editorial Clavileño, 1946), 16.

11
 Jacobo García Álvarez and Daniel Marías Martínez, “Geografía, pro-
paganda y turismo en la España de la postguerra: la Revista geográfica 
española,” in Actas del XII Coloquio de Geografía del Turismo, Ocio y Recrea-
ción (Madrid: Universidad Carlos III, 2010). Postcards show pictures of 
ruins, torture chambers, and churches converted into hospitals, such as 
those published by the Patronato Municipal de Turismo de Oviedo, Foto 
Mendía, 1937.
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some remark about the possibility of seeing and reading such ca-
tastrophe and desolation as laughable. But nobody picks up on the 
remark. Something glum has thrust its way into the atmosphere, 
and the party has been spoiled. We don’t feel like a party. When 
we get to José Ortiz Echagüe’s photographs of castles, an area 
where I had hoped to naturalize and exemplify their theatrical 
work on Fuenteovejuna, the comments are expressed once more in 
grave tones. In fact, one of the actresses, Antonia, reminds me  
of a commentary on the background of “La hija de Juan Simón,”79 
a milonga by Concepción Camps, Mauricio Torres García, and 
Daniel Montorio Fajó, which was sung in the Republican years by 
Angelillo under the production of no less than Luis Buñuel, and 
became the official hymn of the postwar period. The village’s only 
gravedigger had to bury his own daughter. When someone cried 
while listening to this melodramatic copla, nobody suspected that 
they were really lamenting the victory of the Nationalists and 
weeping for their own dead. César Rina has shown how the Holy 
Week festivities served in the 1940s to express grief for one’s own 
dead in a public setting.80 The victors already did so in masses 
and patriotic functions, and their dueling grounds were institu-
tionalized. But the defeated, full of shame and fearful of brutal 
repression, used the streets, the grieving processions behind the 
cloaks and hair of Christs and Virgins, to cry their hearts out. The 
copla, the tavern, and the pathetic fairground stall had no other 
function. The “queens,” the “half-men,” and the “pansies”81 con-
structed a symbolic space where they could pass rapidly from 
laughter to sobbing. Mourners gesticulating to the point of par-
oxysm. Silly laughter can sometimes produce bitter tears.

79 Max Aub, Conversaciones con Buñuel. Seguidas de 45 entrevistas con familiares, 
amigos y colaboradores del cineasta aragonés (Madrid: Aguilar, 1985).

80 César Rina Simón, Los imaginarios y la religiosidad popular, 1936–1949 
(Badajoz: Diputación de Badajoz, 2015).

81 Francisco Vázquez García and Richard Cleminson, Hermaphroditism, 
Medical Science and Sexual Identity in Spain, 1850–1960 (Cardiff: University 
of Wales Press, 2009).
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The Secret Room:  
Ambiguous Images in the 1940s 

Patricia Molins

“The theme of secret acts remains within me because those acts 
are like a game of roulette on which one stakes one’s life,” writes 
Rosa Chacel in a diary entry for Thursday, April 8, 1965. Chacel 
started her diary in 1940 while in exile in France, and contin-
ued it throughout the travels that took her to Mexico, Argentina, 
Brazil, and the United States before her return to Spain. The 
theme of the secret is recurrent in these diaries, and even the title, 
Alcancía (Piggy Bank), is etymologically derived, as she pointed 
out herself in the prologue when they were published, from the 
word Kanz, which means “hidden treasure.” In the cited entry, 
she relates it to Arthur Rimbaud and Federico García Lorca, 
two poets whose “evidence,” their posthumous fame, is linked to 
their disappearance. “Whether or not Lorca is a poet of universal 
reach, the way he lost his life—something he was not to blame 
for, and which he neither provoked nor suspected—was enough 
to give him immortality.”1 Throughout her diaries, which she 
wrote as an exploration in parallel to her “public” literature with 
thoughts of publishing them in the future, the diffuse borders 
between secrecy and evidence nonetheless constantly appear as 
elements that structure both the diaries and her literature, which 
in turn weave a web between her works and her life.

Secrecy, in its countless paradoxical variants, was a con-
stant of the postwar period in Spain, especially in forms of double 
identity, one real and the other hidden by dissimulation or created 

1 Rosa Chacel, Alcancía. Ida (Barcelona: Plaza y Janés, 1994), 408 (all the 
quotations in this paragraph).
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to analyze the extreme humor of La Ametralladora. What comes 
out is an ironic way of treating war propaganda, generally viru-
lent and sordid, but here with all its harshnesses softened.

65
 See 

Mihura’s plan of ¿Cómo es Stalin por dentro? (How is Stalin on the 
Inside?), or his humorous rephrasing of “María de la O,” a copla he 
transformed into the María de la Hoz mentioned above: “for your 
hands two bombs; for your whim a fire; and to show off your body 
a red overall with a bulge in the middle.”

66
 It was, in effect, a mat-

ter of domesticating fear. The violence of the dialectical combat 
was now refined with cultured metaphors, infantile allusions, and 
the presentation of somewhat nonsensical situations. What Silverio 
Lanza taught Ramón Gómez de la Serna, a certain domestication 
of popular tavern humor that preserved its syntax and grammar 
but abandoned its brutal semantics, was exactly the project of the 
humorists of La Ametralladora. But that nonsense, of course, often 
referred to the war and the battlefield itself, which brought quite 
a few problems for the magazine’s authors. There was a certain 
hostility with the military and Catholic morality, but in the end 
they had their recompense. The possibility of a magazine like 
La Codorniz in the midst of the postwar National-Catholic repres-
sion and censorship can only be understood as a sort of prize or 
reward for the services of those who had made La Ametralladora.

67

The comic tradition we know today as the humorists of the 
Generation of ’27—Miguel Mihura, Tono, Antoniorrobles, Edgar 
Neville, Bon, Enrique Jardiel Poncela, K-Hito (Ricardo García 
López), and so on

68
—had two of its main supports in Ramón 

Gómez de la Serna and the Eu ropean avant-gardes.
69

 As a ten-
tacular humor, it has been stressed as significant that it was able 

65
 Edgar Neville, Frente de Madrid (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1941).

66
 “para tus manos dos bombas; pá tu capricho un incendio; y pá lucirlo tu 
cuerpo un mono encarnado con un bulto en medio.”

67
 José Romera del Castillo, Los dramaturgos del otro 27 (el del humor) recon-
struyen su memoria. De primera mano. Sobre escritura autobiográfica en España 
(siglo XX) (Madrid: Visor Libros, 2006).

68
 Los humoristas del 27, ed. Patricia Molins, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro 
de Arte Reina Sofía (Madrid: Sinsentido Ediciones, 2002).

69
 Ramón Gómez de la Serna, Ismos (Madrid: Editorial Guadarrama, 1975).
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Villa remembers castles as places evocative of grandeur, but he 
emphasizes their role as military fortresses and prisons, their 
histories of violence and cruelty, and the fratricidal wars that 
left their mark on them. He concludes, “Man is almost the same 
today as he was in the eleventh century. He likes to squeeze as 
much juice out of life as possible, even if at the cost of the lives 
of others, and by leaping over moral and cultural impediments. 
Some of us would like man not to be like that. Perhaps that is 
why we are banished.”

10

To those historic ruins were added the ones produced by the 
war. Tourist itineraries were set up, the remains were spruced 
up for visitors, and large numbers of postcards were published.

11
 

Ruins and mutilated figures appear in the drawings by Carlos 
Sáenz de Tejada and Joaquín Valverde for Historia de la cruzada 
española (History of the Spanish Crusade), or in the drawings of 
José Caballero, faithful during the war to Salvador Dalí’s variant 
of Surrealism, for Laureados de España (Laureates of Spain). The 
postcards of the Alcázar of Toledo also show the mark left by 
everyday life during the siege of the fortress, when the besieged 
accumulated their belongings as though they were relics. The 
same was done with José Antonio Primo de Rivera’s prison cell 
in Alicante. These traces of everyday life in the ruins establish 
a symbolic continuity between the glorious past represented by 
the castles and contemporary heroism. They represent the victors 
as rebuilders, contrasting them with the destruction wrought by 

Juan Pérez de Ayala in “Una mirada al Nuevo Mundo (El exilio español 
en Latinoamérica),” Campo cerrado. Arte y poder en la posguerra española, 
1939–1953, ed. María Dolores Jiménez-Blanco, exh. cat. Museo Nacional 
Centro de Arte Reina Sofía (Madrid: MNCARS, 2016), 233.

10
 José Moreno Villa, “Castillos en España,” in Retablo hispánico (Mexico 
City, Editorial Clavileño, 1946), 16.

11
 Jacobo García Álvarez and Daniel Marías Martínez, “Geografía, pro-
paganda y turismo en la España de la postguerra: la Revista geográfica 
española,” in Actas del XII Coloquio de Geografía del Turismo, Ocio y Recrea-
ción (Madrid: Universidad Carlos III, 2010). Postcards show pictures of 
ruins, torture chambers, and churches converted into hospitals, such as 
those published by the Patronato Municipal de Turismo de Oviedo, Foto 
Mendía, 1937.
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The imagination that sprouts in fertile land owing to the decom-
position of thousands of bodies. Flowers grow among the dead. 
The end of the visit became a funeral cortège, a burial.

We move naturally on through the ruins drawn by José 
Caballero, Joaquín Valverde, and Carlos Sáenz de Tejada.78 I make 

78 Vértice. Revista Nacional de Falange Española Tradicionalista y de las JONS 
(Madrid), no. 5, September–October 1937; no. 6, November 1937; no. 14, 
September 1938; no. 16, November 1938; no. 41, February 1941.
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through simulation.2 Such was the case of General Francisco Franco, 
for example, who had to quickly construct the image of a political 
leader for himself when he was named head of state in September 
1936. From then on, the propaganda machine made great efforts 
to represent him as a statesman when until then he had been a 
soldier with little public profile. In the first movie images taken 
of him, he pretends to be signing documents, insecure in front of 
the camera, with an usher behind him and a tapestry as a back-
drop.3 He soon became the leading protagonist of every event held 
in Spain. It was not enough to show him as the man in power. 
He had to be displayed as the successor to the great governors of 
Spain, vested with power through divine protection. At the op-
posite extreme, that of dissimulation, lay the populace, converted 
into a mass with no individual identity, and disappearing as per-
sons to exhibit themselves like actors or even “automata.”

The theatricalization resulting from this phenomenon af-
fected not only public life but also the private sphere, which moved 
into the foreground of propaganda. In a totalitarian system, the 
frontiers between the intimate and the public are dissolved, and 
privacy dissolves with them, since the government considers that 
bodies and lives are at its service, and that the family—and its 
headquarters, the home—is the basis of the nation-state.4

In this essay, I shall examine certain details, rather than a 
homogeneous set of fragments, to show how that idea of secrecy,5 

2 Fiction offers numerous examples, from the masked heroes of comic strips 
like El Guerrero del Antifaz and El Coyote (characters created in 1943 
by Manuel Gago and José Mallorquí, respectively) to films about living 
people who pass themselves off for dead (El difunto es un vivo, Ignacio F. 
Iquino, 1941; Los cuatro Robinsones, Eduardo García Maroto, 1939; or, later 
on, the films of Víctor Erice, who associates secrecy and fabulation with 
the postwar world.)

3 See “Franco en Salamanca – 1,” YouTube video, 1:30 (1937), Ministerio 
de Educación, Cultura y Deporte – Canal Cultura, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=FcWQLHlefCk (accessed November 8, 2016).

4 See ibid.
5 In her novel La sinrazón, the writer Rosa Chacel shrewdly analyzes the 

importance of the cinema and the theater as symptoms of the malaise of 
an epoch and as a refuge against it. 
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to transmit certain radical experiences of modernity in the visual 
and pictorial arts.

70
 The one-act comic sainete and baroque con-

ceptismo were certainly two of its sources, but when the Postist 
poets, for instance, praise Jardiel or Neville, they do so because 
they find a capacity in them to transmit radical poetical forms 
and poetic lives that probably seemed never to have existed in the 
country before, especially to those living in military and Catholic 
postwar Spain.

71
 Dámaso Alonso and Gerardo Diego had been 

poets of the ’27 Generation and performed their experiments with 
language,

72
 but what remained in them was a form of academic 

life, whatever their poems might say.
73

 The humorists, however, 
had not only made the formal experiments of the avant-gardes 
popular in magazines, films, and radio plays, but were moreover 
able to transmit another life, another possible way of being in 
society, more or less liberated from the moral and political pin-
cers of National Catholicism. Their laughter provoked a chain 
of laughter, silly laughter, and even if no one knew where the 
first roar of laughter came from, it became contagious, a repeti-
tive and nervous laughter, a laughter that laughs itself, a foolish, 
empty, and contaminating laughter. “We didn’t know what we 
were laughing at, but we laughed,” a theatrical Francisco Nieva 
once jubilantly said.

Supreme decision. Tono’s drawing shows a reflective and mel-
ancholy gentleman with the portrait of his loved one hurled to the 
ground. He takes a rope, heads melodramatically toward a tree, 
and, instead of hanging himself, he makes himself a swing. The 
Gypsies literally burst with laughter at the simple gag. The draw-
ing is just right too. The long face of the prim young man already 

70
 Santiago Fortuño Llorens and María Luisa Burguera, Vanguardia y humorismo. 
La otra generación del 27 (Castellón de la Plana: Universitat Jaume I, 1998).

71
 José Antonio Llera Ruiz, El humor verbal y visual de “La Codorniz” (Madrid: 
CSIC, 2003).

72
 Luis García Montero, La palabra de Ícaro. Estudios literarios sobre García 
Lorca y Alberti (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 1996).

73
 José Antonio Fortes, Escritos intempestivos (contra el pensamiento literario 
establecido) (Granada: Asociación Investigación & Crítica de la Ideología 
Literaria en España, 2004).
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starting point is precisely a picture by Carlos Vázquez, Aventuras 
de los molinos de viento (Adventures of the Windmills), of which 
Picabia makes a copy that is almost identical to the original in 
what appears to be an allegory of the defeat of idealism with the 
end of the war. Like the victors, Picabia chooses a prestigious 
figure for his representation of events, but his character is taken 
from literature whereas the Francoists preferred imperial per-
sonages or medieval heroes, such as El Cid or the Crusaders.

The Ruin: Testimony to the Grandeur of the Past 
and the Violence of the Present

The military exploits of the Nationalist rebels were resituated 
in a remote and heroic world, the glorious Spain of the past. It 
was a world of castles on the one hand and popular types on the 
other, referring back to the two basic classes of the old regime, 
the lords and the people, as captured by José Ortiz Echagüe in 
his photographs of castles and popular types. When they were 
published in his book Tipos y trajes de España (Spain: Types and 
Costumes) in 1930, José Ortega y Gasset pointed out that the Spain 
they portrayed was an extinct world, not the real one.

8
 That dead 

Spain is the one still portrayed in its castles: remnants of a lordly 
past, in part sold to those outside Spain. In his images, however, 
they are immortal, blending into the landscape, made of the very 
stone that surrounds them, and haloed by resplendent clouds. 
This vision was qualified somewhat by José Moreno Villa in an 
article he published in Retablo hispánico, a book that brings to-
gether the vision of Spain’s past held by those exiled in Mexico, 
who, as León Felipe said, had taken “the ancient voice of the 
land” with them but were reaching the painful realization that 
without a homeland there were no psalms to be sung.

9
 Moreno 

8
 José Ortega y Gasset, “Para una ciencia del traje popular,” prologue to 
José Ortiz Echagüe, Tipos y trajes de España (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1930). 
See also José Ortiz Echagüe, España, castillos y alcázares (Madrid: Publi-
caciones Ortiz Echagüe, 1956).

9
 León Felipe, “Palabras…,” 1958, prologue to Ángela Figuera Aymerich, 
Belleza cruel (Mexico City: Universidad de México, 1958), compiled by 
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in the form of appearance, disappearance, and simulacrum, fil-
tered its way through the society created by the new state, leav-
ing a profound mark on it that has lasted to this day. The period 
immediately after the war is still little known and far less the 
object of critical recognition, as María Dolores Jiménez-Blanco 
points out in the catalogue to the exhibition Campo cerrado (Closed 
Field ), even though it contains the germ of what was to be the 
brilliant period of postwar art. The details we shall focus on are 
activities of the masses, with their related technical propaganda 
and the concept of the people as actors; the home, with its distant 
ideal, the castle, and its variants—aristocratic (the homes of cer-
tain leaders), popular (through designs linked to traditional arts 
and crafts), and middle class (the models of the Sección Femenina, 
the Women’s Section of the Falange); the phantasmagorical vision 
of certain architects and artists indebted to Metaphysical painting 
(pittura metafisica) and Surrealism; and finally, the image of all 
this reflected in the critical and grotesque mirror of La Codorniz.

Automata and Loudspeakers

Automata. That is the term the anonymous writer Romley uses 
in “Estética de las muchedumbres” (Aesthetic of the Crowds) for 
those who take part in public ceremonials, a subject on which he 
also wrote an article in Vértice and four more pieces for ABC in 
Seville, all dedicated to the minister of education, Pedro Sáinz 
Rodríguez. In these articles, Romley writes from a perspective 
that combines aristocratism with totalitarianism to propose the 
street as the scenario for the regime’s propaganda, making it 
the representation of the new order in itself. It would be a street 
with cars in good condition, well-fed horses (“a limit to the ma-
cabre skinniness of the horses,” demands Romley), grandiose ar-
chitecture, and impeccable citizens (dressed in English clothes 
and, of course, wearing hats) who would move like “automata” 
in response to the sounds (orders, slogans, chants) from loud-
speakers coordinated by radio. Nothing could be further from the 
miserable reality of the time. Romley himself is aware that he is 
proposing a performance in the confident belief that appearances 
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Sevilla, 18 de julio de 1936 (Seville, July 18, 1936), exhibited in 1939 
at Los Certales de Sevilla. There the general appears as a man of 
action, walking among his military staff, while flanking him are 
two female figures, one an allegorical representation of the Red 
barbarity before the war, and the other of the Nationalist victory 
and its promise of prosperity.

Although the general posed for the artist, he did so as though 
walking, with one arm and hand raised in front of him, so that 
the picture looks like a film still. Curiously, the operation per-
formed by the artist—an academic painting realized in the studio, 
with the sitter posing—conceals the (photographic or filmic) 
technical aspect of the image, a mechanism which inverts that 
used by Francis Picabia in his picture of Don Quixote fallen from 
his horse, Don Quichotte (1941–42), part of the series on Spain 
painted by Picabia over the course of many years, though much 
less well known than his La Révolution espagnole (The Spanish 
Revolution) of 1937. In these works there is always a double fold 
or a double secret. They are readymades, taken from represen-
tations in the mass media or academic paintings, and disguised 
behind a naturalist appearance. In the case of Don Quichotte, the 
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can make up the essence of the state: “We shall now inaugurate 
a magnificent, knightly, and arrogant Spain, with an ideal of 
beauty in every thing and with joy of living in every man.… What 
is life if we suppress that beautiful lie, the banal game of the evi-
dently artificial?”6 The importance of ceremonies and the people’s 
participation in them lies not only in the need to represent the 
new state but also in the importance of demonstrating popular 
adherence to it, bearing in mind that the Nationalists, unlike 
the Popular Front, had no mass political parties at their disposal.

6 Romley [Manuel María Gómez Comes], “Estética de las muchedumbres. 
IV Escenografía del Estado,” ABC (Seville), March 30, 1938. The other 
articles referred to are: “I Los escenarios,” March 4, 1938; “II Las muche-
dumbres,” March 10, 1938; “III El día y la noche,” March 17, 1938; and 
“V Estética mínima de la calle,” June 4, 1938. The cover of one of them, 
incidentally, shows the wax figures of the European leaders, Hitler and 
Mussolini included, at Madame Tussaud’s in London. On the ceremoni-
als, see Ángel Llorente, Arte e ideología en el franquismo (1936–1951) (Ma-
drid: Antonio Machado, 1995). The term muchedumbres (crowds) is one 
of those used in the efforts by Francoism to resemanticize the language, 
avoiding terms associated with the “Reds.” Masa (mass) thus became mu-
chedumbre, obrero (worker) became productor (producer), and so on.
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The head of the military rebellion against the Republican 
government in Andalusia, General Gonzalo Queipo de Llano, had 
himself portrayed, microphone in hand, by Alfonso Grosso. That 
portrait combined two favorite tendencies—though not the only 
ones—in the propaganda art of the Nationalists from the start of 
the Civil War. The first was academic painting, and the second 
mass propaganda through modern technology—the microphone 
evokes the radio talks that had made Queipo both famous and 
feared since the start of the conflict, and he was also shown with 
a microphone by photographer Jalón Ángel in his album of por-
traits of the leading figures of the new regime. The image was 
shown at the Regional Exhibition in Seville in 1940, where there 
was also a portrait of Maruja, the general’s daughter, signed by 
Carlos Vázquez.

7
 Vázquez had been a successful artist, the friend 

and virtually the official portraitist of singer and actress Raquel 
Meller, as well as the painter of a triptych dedicated to Queipo, 

7
 I am most grateful to Julio Elizalde for providing me with information  
and photographs belonging to the Fundación Barraquer, the legatee of 
the artist’s work (currently under transfer to institutions in Ciudad Real).
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The head of the military rebellion against the Republican 
government in Andalusia, General Gonzalo Queipo de Llano, had 
himself portrayed, microphone in hand, by Alfonso Grosso. That 
portrait combined two favorite tendencies—though not the only 
ones—in the propaganda art of the Nationalists from the start of 
the Civil War. The first was academic painting, and the second 
mass propaganda through modern technology—the microphone 
evokes the radio talks that had made Queipo both famous and 
feared since the start of the conflict, and he was also shown with 
a microphone by photographer Jalón Ángel in his album of por-
traits of the leading figures of the new regime. The image was 
shown at the Regional Exhibition in Seville in 1940, where there 
was also a portrait of Maruja, the general’s daughter, signed by 
Carlos Vázquez.7 Vázquez had been a successful artist, the friend 
and virtually the official portraitist of singer and actress Raquel 
Meller, as well as the painter of a triptych dedicated to Queipo, 

7 I am most grateful to Julio Elizalde for providing me with information  
and photographs belonging to the Fundación Barraquer, the legatee of 
the artist’s work (currently under transfer to institutions in Ciudad Real).
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in the form of appearance, disappearance, and simulacrum, fil-
tered its way through the society created by the new state, leav-
ing a profound mark on it that has lasted to this day. The period 
immediately after the war is still little known and far less the 
object of critical recognition, as María Dolores Jiménez-Blanco 
points out in the catalogue to the exhibition Campo cerrado (Closed 
Field), even though it contains the germ of what was to be the 
brilliant period of postwar art. The details we shall focus on are 
activities of the masses, with their related technical propaganda 
and the concept of the people as actors; the home, with its distant 
ideal, the castle, and its variants—aristocratic (the homes of cer-
tain leaders), popular (through designs linked to traditional arts 
and crafts), and middle class (the models of the Sección Femenina, 
the Women’s Section of the Falange); the phantasmagorical vision 
of certain architects and artists indebted to Metaphysical painting 
(pittura metafisica) and Surrealism; and finally, the image of all 
this reflected in the critical and grotesque mirror of La Codorniz.

Automata and Loudspeakers

Automata. That is the term the anonymous writer Romley uses 
in “Estética de las muchedumbres” (Aesthetic of the Crowds) for 
those who take part in public ceremonials, a subject on which he 
also wrote an article in Vértice and four more pieces for ABC in 
Seville, all dedicated to the minister of education, Pedro Sáinz 
Rodríguez. In these articles, Romley writes from a perspective 
that combines aristocratism with totalitarianism to propose the 
street as the scenario for the regime’s propaganda, making it 
the representation of the new order in itself. It would be a street 
with cars in good condition, well-fed horses (“a limit to the ma-
cabre skinniness of the horses,” demands Romley), grandiose ar-
chitecture, and impeccable citizens (dressed in English clothes 
and, of course, wearing hats) who would move like “automata” 
in response to the sounds (orders, slogans, chants) from loud-
speakers coordinated by radio. Nothing could be further from the 
miserable reality of the time. Romley himself is aware that he is 
proposing a performance in the confident belief that appearances 
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Sevilla, 18 de julio de 1936 (Seville, July 18, 1936), exhibited in 1939 
at Los Certales de Sevilla. There the general appears as a man of 
action, walking among his military staff, while flanking him are 
two female figures, one an allegorical representation of the Red 
barbarity before the war, and the other of the Nationalist victory 
and its promise of prosperity.

Although the general posed for the artist, he did so as though 
walking, with one arm and hand raised in front of him, so that 
the picture looks like a film still. Curiously, the operation per-
formed by the artist—an academic painting realized in the studio, 
with the sitter posing—conceals the (photographic or filmic) 
technical aspect of the image, a mechanism which inverts that 
used by Francis Picabia in his picture of Don Quixote fallen from 
his horse, Don Quichotte (1941–42), part of the series on Spain 
painted by Picabia over the course of many years, though much 
less well known than his La Révolution espagnole (The Spanish 
Revolution) of 1937. In these works there is always a double fold 
or a double secret. They are readymades, taken from represen-
tations in the mass media or academic paintings, and disguised 
behind a naturalist appearance. In the case of Don Quichotte, the 

Patricia Molins

F
ra

nc
is

 P
ic

ab
ia

, D
on

 Q
ui

ch
ot

te
 (

D
on

 Q
u

ix
ot

e)
, 1

9
41

–4
2.

 
P

ri
va

te
 c

ol
le

ct
io

n
C

ar
lo

s 
V

áz
qu

ez
, A

ve
nt

ur
as

 d
e 

lo
s 

m
ol

in
os

 d
e 

vi
en

to
 

(A
dv

en
tu

re
s 

of
 t

h
e 

W
in

d
m

il
ls

),
 1

89
8,

 r
ep

ro
du

ce
d 

as
 

a 
d

io
ra

m
a 

at
 t

h
e 

19
39

 I
n

te
rn

at
io

n
al

 E
x

h
ib

it
io

n
 i

n
 

B
ar

ce
lo

n
a,

 in
 H

is
pa

ni
a,

 v
ol

. 4
, n

o.
 7

0
, J

an
u

ar
y 

15
, 1

9
0

2.
 

D
ip

ut
ac

ió
n

 P
ro

vi
n

ci
al

 d
e 

C
iu

da
d 

R
ea

l C
ol

le
ct

io
n



71

The imagination that sprouts in fertile land owing to the decom-
position of thousands of bodies. Flowers grow among the dead. 
The end of the visit became a funeral cortège, a burial.

We move naturally on through the ruins drawn by José 
Caballero, Joaquín Valverde, and Carlos Sáenz de Tejada.

78
 I make 

78
 Vértice. Revista Nacional de Falange Española Tradicionalista y de las JONS 
(Madrid), no. 5, September–October 1937; no. 6, November 1937; no. 14, 
September 1938; no. 16, November 1938; no. 41, February 1941.
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through simulation.
2
 Such was the case of General Francisco Franco, 

for example, who had to quickly construct the image of a political 
leader for himself when he was named head of state in September 
1936. From then on, the propaganda machine made great efforts 
to represent him as a statesman when until then he had been a 
soldier with little public profile. In the first movie images taken 
of him, he pretends to be signing documents, insecure in front of 
the camera, with an usher behind him and a tapestry as a back-
drop.

3
 He soon became the leading protagonist of every event held 

in Spain. It was not enough to show him as the man in power. 
He had to be displayed as the successor to the great governors of 
Spain, vested with power through divine protection. At the op-
posite extreme, that of dissimulation, lay the populace, converted 
into a mass with no individual identity, and disappearing as per-
sons to exhibit themselves like actors or even “automata.”

The theatricalization resulting from this phenomenon af-
fected not only public life but also the private sphere, which moved 
into the foreground of propaganda. In a totalitarian system, the 
frontiers between the intimate and the public are dissolved, and 
privacy dissolves with them, since the government considers that 
bodies and lives are at its service, and that the family—and its 
headquarters, the home—is the basis of the nation-state.

4

In this essay, I shall examine certain details, rather than a 
homogeneous set of fragments, to show how that idea of secrecy,

5
 

2
 Fiction offers numerous examples, from the masked heroes of comic strips 
like El Guerrero del Antifaz and El Coyote (characters created in 1943 
by Manuel Gago and José Mallorquí, respectively) to films about living 
people who pass themselves off for dead (El difunto es un vivo, Ignacio F. 
Iquino, 1941; Los cuatro Robinsones, Eduardo García Maroto, 1939; or, later 
on, the films of Víctor Erice, who associates secrecy and fabulation with 
the postwar world.)

3
 See “Franco en Salamanca – 1,” YouTube video, 1:30 (1937), Ministerio 
de Educación, Cultura y Deporte – Canal Cultura, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=FcWQLHlefCk (accessed November 8, 2016).

4
 See ibid.

5
 In her novel La sinrazón, the writer Rosa Chacel shrewdly analyzes the 
importance of the cinema and the theater as symptoms of the malaise of 
an epoch and as a refuge against it. 
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to transmit certain radical experiences of modernity in the visual 
and pictorial arts.70 The one-act comic sainete and baroque con-
ceptismo were certainly two of its sources, but when the Postist 
poets, for instance, praise Jardiel or Neville, they do so because 
they find a capacity in them to transmit radical poetical forms 
and poetic lives that probably seemed never to have existed in the 
country before, especially to those living in military and Catholic 
postwar Spain.71 Dámaso Alonso and Gerardo Diego had been 
poets of the ’27 Generation and performed their experiments with 
language,72 but what remained in them was a form of academic 
life, whatever their poems might say.73 The humorists, however, 
had not only made the formal experiments of the avant-gardes 
popular in magazines, films, and radio plays, but were moreover 
able to transmit another life, another possible way of being in 
society, more or less liberated from the moral and political pin-
cers of National Catholicism. Their laughter provoked a chain 
of laughter, silly laughter, and even if no one knew where the 
first roar of laughter came from, it became contagious, a repeti-
tive and nervous laughter, a laughter that laughs itself, a foolish, 
empty, and contaminating laughter. “We didn’t know what we 
were laughing at, but we laughed,” a theatrical Francisco Nieva 
once jubilantly said.

Supreme decision. Tono’s drawing shows a reflective and mel-
ancholy gentleman with the portrait of his loved one hurled to the 
ground. He takes a rope, heads melodramatically toward a tree, 
and, instead of hanging himself, he makes himself a swing. The 
Gypsies literally burst with laughter at the simple gag. The draw-
ing is just right too. The long face of the prim young man already 

70 Santiago Fortuño Llorens and María Luisa Burguera, Vanguardia y humorismo. 
La otra generación del 27 (Castellón de la Plana: Universitat Jaume I, 1998).

71 José Antonio Llera Ruiz, El humor verbal y visual de “La Codorniz” (Madrid: 
CSIC, 2003).

72 Luis García Montero, La palabra de Ícaro. Estudios literarios sobre García 
Lorca y Alberti (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 1996).

73 José Antonio Fortes, Escritos intempestivos (contra el pensamiento literario 
establecido) (Granada: Asociación Investigación & Crítica de la Ideología 
Literaria en España, 2004).
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starting point is precisely a picture by Carlos Vázquez, Aventuras 
de los molinos de viento (Adventures of the Windmills), of which 
Picabia makes a copy that is almost identical to the original in 
what appears to be an allegory of the defeat of idealism with the 
end of the war. Like the victors, Picabia chooses a prestigious 
figure for his representation of events, but his character is taken 
from literature whereas the Francoists preferred imperial per-
sonages or medieval heroes, such as El Cid or the Crusaders.

The Ruin: Testimony to the Grandeur of the Past 
and the Violence of the Present

The military exploits of the Nationalist rebels were resituated 
in a remote and heroic world, the glorious Spain of the past. It 
was a world of castles on the one hand and popular types on the 
other, referring back to the two basic classes of the old regime, 
the lords and the people, as captured by José Ortiz Echagüe in 
his photographs of castles and popular types. When they were 
published in his book Tipos y trajes de España (Spain: Types and 
Costumes) in 1930, José Ortega y Gasset pointed out that the Spain 
they portrayed was an extinct world, not the real one.8 That dead 
Spain is the one still portrayed in its castles: remnants of a lordly 
past, in part sold to those outside Spain. In his images, however, 
they are immortal, blending into the landscape, made of the very 
stone that surrounds them, and haloed by resplendent clouds. 
This vision was qualified somewhat by José Moreno Villa in an 
article he published in Retablo hispánico, a book that brings to-
gether the vision of Spain’s past held by those exiled in Mexico, 
who, as León Felipe said, had taken “the ancient voice of the 
land” with them but were reaching the painful realization that 
without a homeland there were no psalms to be sung.9 Moreno 

8 José Ortega y Gasset, “Para una ciencia del traje popular,” prologue to 
José Ortiz Echagüe, Tipos y trajes de España (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1930). 
See also José Ortiz Echagüe, España, castillos y alcázares (Madrid: Publi-
caciones Ortiz Echagüe, 1956).

9 León Felipe, “Palabras…,” 1958, prologue to Ángela Figuera Aymerich, 
Belleza cruel (Mexico City: Universidad de México, 1958), compiled by 
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to analyze the extreme humor of La Ametralladora. What comes 
out is an ironic way of treating war propaganda, generally viru-
lent and sordid, but here with all its harshnesses softened.65 See 
Mihura’s plan of ¿Cómo es Stalin por dentro? (How is Stalin on the 
Inside?), or his humorous rephrasing of “María de la O,” a copla he 
transformed into the María de la Hoz mentioned above: “for your 
hands two bombs; for your whim a fire; and to show off your body 
a red overall with a bulge in the middle.”66 It was, in effect, a mat-
ter of domesticating fear. The violence of the dialectical combat 
was now refined with cultured metaphors, infantile allusions, and 
the presentation of somewhat nonsensical situations. What Silverio 
Lanza taught Ramón Gómez de la Serna, a certain domestication 
of popular tavern humor that preserved its syntax and grammar 
but abandoned its brutal semantics, was exactly the project of the 
humorists of La Ametralladora. But that nonsense, of course, often 
referred to the war and the battlefield itself, which brought quite 
a few problems for the magazine’s authors. There was a certain 
hostility with the military and Catholic morality, but in the end 
they had their recompense. The possibility of a magazine like 
La Codorniz in the midst of the postwar National-Catholic repres-
sion and censorship can only be understood as a sort of prize or 
reward for the services of those who had made La Ametralladora.67

The comic tradition we know today as the humorists of the 
Generation of ’27—Miguel Mihura, Tono, Antoniorrobles, Edgar 
Neville, Bon, Enrique Jardiel Poncela, K-Hito (Ricardo García 
López), and so on68—had two of its main supports in Ramón 
Gómez de la Serna and the Eu ropean avant-gardes.69 As a ten-
tacular humor, it has been stressed as significant that it was able 

65 Edgar Neville, Frente de Madrid (Madrid: Espasa-Calpe, 1941).
66 “para tus manos dos bombas; pá tu capricho un incendio; y pá lucirlo tu 

cuerpo un mono encarnado con un bulto en medio.”
67 José Romera del Castillo, Los dramaturgos del otro 27 (el del humor) recon-

struyen su memoria. De primera mano. Sobre escritura autobiográfica en España 
(siglo XX) (Madrid: Visor Libros, 2006).

68 Los humoristas del 27, ed. Patricia Molins, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro 
de Arte Reina Sofía (Madrid: Sinsentido Ediciones, 2002).

69 Ramón Gómez de la Serna, Ismos (Madrid: Editorial Guadarrama, 1975).
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Villa remembers castles as places evocative of grandeur, but he 
emphasizes their role as military fortresses and prisons, their 
histories of violence and cruelty, and the fratricidal wars that 
left their mark on them. He concludes, “Man is almost the same 
today as he was in the eleventh century. He likes to squeeze as 
much juice out of life as possible, even if at the cost of the lives 
of others, and by leaping over moral and cultural impediments. 
Some of us would like man not to be like that. Perhaps that is 
why we are banished.”10

To those historic ruins were added the ones produced by the 
war. Tourist itineraries were set up, the remains were spruced 
up for visitors, and large numbers of postcards were published.11 
Ruins and mutilated figures appear in the drawings by Carlos 
Sáenz de Tejada and Joaquín Valverde for Historia de la cruzada 
española (History of the Spanish Crusade), or in the drawings of 
José Caballero, faithful during the war to Salvador Dalí’s variant 
of Surrealism, for Laureados de España (Laureates of Spain). The 
postcards of the Alcázar of Toledo also show the mark left by 
everyday life during the siege of the fortress, when the besieged 
accumulated their belongings as though they were relics. The 
same was done with José Antonio Primo de Rivera’s prison cell 
in Alicante. These traces of everyday life in the ruins establish 
a symbolic continuity between the glorious past represented by 
the castles and contemporary heroism. They represent the victors 
as rebuilders, contrasting them with the destruction wrought by 

Juan Pérez de Ayala in “Una mirada al Nuevo Mundo (El exilio español 
en Latinoamérica),” Campo cerrado. Arte y poder en la posguerra española, 
1939–1953, ed. María Dolores Jiménez-Blanco, exh. cat. Museo Nacional 
Centro de Arte Reina Sofía (Madrid: MNCARS, 2016), 233.

10 José Moreno Villa, “Castillos en España,” in Retablo hispánico (Mexico 
City, Editorial Clavileño, 1946), 16.

11 Jacobo García Álvarez and Daniel Marías Martínez, “Geografía, pro-
paganda y turismo en la España de la postguerra: la Revista geográfica 
española,” in Actas del XII Coloquio de Geografía del Turismo, Ocio y Recrea-
ción (Madrid: Universidad Carlos III, 2010). Postcards show pictures of 
ruins, torture chambers, and churches converted into hospitals, such as 
those published by the Patronato Municipal de Turismo de Oviedo, Foto 
Mendía, 1937.
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kind of “good taste” tried to combine modernism with popular 
craft tradition. The fact that many of the stalls were associated 
with home decor stores influenced the rise from the early 1950s 
on of a type of decoration that associated contemporary art, a 
nascent type of modern furniture based on popular models, and 
decorative handicrafts. The success of this pattern was reflected 
in the grand prizes won by Spain at the Triennale of Milan for 
decorative arts in 1951, 1954, and 1957, which were the first pres-
tigious international awards received by Franco’s regime. The 
model also found room for development in the camp aesthetic, 
which made the home a privileged space for creativity.

16

The Disquieting Muses

There was, of course, a style of art designated to decorate these 
interiors, and Josep Maria Sert was one of the most influential 
models when it came to official buildings, both because he was 

16
 I do not know of any research on this subject, but works like the mem-
oirs of Francisco Nieva allow us to glimpse to what point the domestic 
space was elaborated as a creative environment by artists such as him-
self. The home was the preferred social environment for fringe aesthetics, 
such as camp or women’s art.
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a muralist (although he worked on canvas) and because of his 
grandiloquent style. Ernesto Giménez Caballero had already de-
clared in his book Arte y estado (1935)—an aesthetic blueprint for 
a Fascist state—that the fine arts were a residue of the past. Art 
had to be applied fundamentally to propaganda, embedding it 
within architecture, cinema, and theater. Artists had the oppor-
tunity to collaborate in the creation of murals, and in them we 
see how alongside Sert’s model, followed by artists like Sáenz 
de Tejada and Ramón Stolz Viciano, there appeared another 
model in the context of the Sección Femenina. More novel in ap-
proach, it allowed the development of a women’s painting that 
had had its origins in prewar art, when some women who re-
mained in Spain and others who went into exile—Maruja Mallo 
and Remedios Varo among them—had earned not only a cer-
tain prestige but also a certain degree of influence. Rosario de 
Velasco was one of them. From her position in the Falange’s De-
partment of Propaganda and the Sección Femenina, she painted 
an Assumption for the chapel of the farm school in Aranjuez, she 
contributed to the 1938 Exhibition of Sacred Art in Vitoria, and 
she painted a Virgin for a residence hall of Madrid’s Universidad 
Complutense. Having done the illustrations before the war for 
books by María Teresa León, a communist living in exile, after 
the war she illustrated Princesas del martirio, a book by one of the 
principal Falangist authoresses, Concha Espina, which revealed 
how the war broke up creative relationships going back to the 
late 1920s that had only just begun to bear fruit. Her Assump-
tion represents a new type of painting that faithfully follows the 
model of the classical Virgin where modesty is concerned but 
that admits the appearance and physicality of a modern woman. 
Indeed, the flowing hair is not one of the hairstyles listed as 
desirable by the Sección Femenina.

17

17 
Mónica Carabias Álvaro includes some of these traditionally inspired 
hairstyles in Imágenes de una metáfora circunstancial. La mujer falangista 
como mujer moderna (Y. Revista para la mujer, 1938–1940) (Madrid: Uni-
versidad Complutense, Servicio de Publicaciones, 2006); and in Mujeres 
modernas de Falange, 1938–1940: Y, revista para la mujer (Córdoba: Fun-
dación Provincial de Artes Plásticas “Rafael Botí,” 2010), 370. 
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of the writer’s preferred artists, frequently exhibiting him at his 
Salón de los Once and once even in his own home.

Along with his drawings, it is his interiors that seem closest 
to Metaphysical painting. In them he takes up the subject of the 
interior with balcony that had been developed by Cubism, but 
here, unlike the pictures of Juan Gris or Pablo Picasso, the ex-
terior remains in the background, or is even replaced by a land-
scape painting, a common feature in other works of the postwar 
period. One self-portrait by the artist uses an ambiguous image 
to show him inside his home. In the background, what should be 
a window looking onto the exterior is in fact a seascape. In front 
of it is a mirror where the artist is reflected, his face blurred. 
On a table stands an object that Zabaleta painted in numerous 
still lifes, a vase in the form of a hand holding the vessel itself.28 
Although the artist’s best known and most influential works 
were his portraits of peasants, influenced by Picasso and insert-
ed into geometricized compositions, his interiors are ambiguous 
and enigmatic spaces that reveal how his interest in Surrealism 
had never really died out.

This confusion between the animate and the inanimate, 
between the real and the fictitious, had already played an impor-
tant role in prewar art linked to Magic Realism, to the work of 
José Gutiérrez Solana, and to Ramón Gómez de la Serna, whose 
studio, which he called his torreón, or turret, contained a motley 
collection that included a wax doll, a screen covered with figures 
cut out from the press or from art books, and a picture bought 
in Madrid’s flea market showing the figure of a woman, half 
her body living flesh and the other half a skeleton. It reappeared 
in the work of many painters after the war, one of them being 
Urbano Lugrís. His imaginative world, close to that of his writer 
friend Álvaro Cunqueiro, seems to enclose itself in cluttered in-
teriors where what should be a window is presented like a boat-
filled marina. The numerous objects offer the chance of a voyage 

28 The title of the picture, dated 1945, is Objetos en un interior (Objects in 
an Interior). On Zabaleta, see María Guzmán Pérez, La pintura de Rafael 
Zabaleta (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 1983).

Patricia Molins

81

the “Red hordes.” In his book Viacrucis del señor en las tierras 
de España,12 Manuel García Viñolas introduces religious images 
of figures that look like wounded people or savagely mutilated 
dolls. They are a symbol of what is missing in the pictures of 
ruins: the suffering of those who inhabited them, an idea under-
lined by the fact that the statues are shown frontally, not from 
the low angle habitual with religious images. 

12 Manuel Augusto, Viacrucis del señor en las tierras de España (Barcelona: 
Editora Nacional, 1939). In 1940, José Luis Sáenz de Heredia, who had 
formerly worked with Luis Buñuel, made a film based on this text.
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photographs of Mujeres de la Falange featuring women theatrically 
engaging in farm labor are a good example. So too are the im-
ages of the women in another of the Sección Femenina’s large 
centers, the farm school that opened in Aranjuez in 1942, where 
courses were given to the Falange’s rural instructors. Located 
once more in a place linked to the monarchy, the Escorial-type 
architecture of the school was the work of Luis Gutiérrez Soto, 
the architect who designed the Air Ministry (today the Cuartel 
General del Ejército del Aire) in Madrid, while its grand interiors 
were softened by white walls and decorative details inspired by 
popular art.

While d’Ors’s house exemplifies the elitist dwelling, the 
homes of the Sección Femenina, both institutional and private, 
constitute the model for a middle-class home that was to spread 
in the postwar period. After some fits and starts, the postwar ar-
chitects came to prefer the model of the popular home—based on 
craft manufactures, and apparently earnest—over the theatrical 
grandiloquence of the manor house. Even so, the model was put 
into practice in the postwar period by two central institutions of 
early Francoism, the Dirección General de Regiones Devastadas 
y Reparaciones (Directorate-General for Devastated Regions and 
Repairs) and later the Instituto Nacional de Colonización (National 
Institute for Settlement), in housing for the lower classes.

The regime thus opposed the corrosive nature of avant-garde 
art with the “healthy art” (arte-sano) of craft manufactures, which 
were given a great boost in the early postwar years on the presup-
position that the home had to be a place for living and working as 
the nucleus of an organic society. Craft markets and fairs were cre-
ated—markets in Madrid and Málaga, and the 1939 Na tional Craft 
Exhibition in Santander—for the display of products, many of them 
promoted or made under the auspices of the Sección Femenina. 
Although the idea of handicrafts as an economic stimulus for rural 
areas was soon abandoned, the craft market that opened in Madrid 
in 1941, which included pieces designed by architects and artists 
like Luis M. Feduchi and Serny, was influential in later years, be-
coming the seed for the first design initiatives of the 1950s, when 
proposals aimed at and associated with the diffusion of a similar 
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Delhy Tejero, a painter with links to the Academia de San 
Fernando and the Residencia de Señoritas, the first official cen-
ter of university education for women, who had spent the war 
studying mural painting in Italy and living in Paris with ex-
iled Surrealists like Remedios Varo, her former companion at 
San Fernando, also painted murals for children’s dining rooms, 
churches, and other public buildings, some of them linked to the 
Falange. As one of the most renowned of the women painters 
who had remained in Spain, she could no doubt have worked 
more, and Pilar Primo de Rivera even thought of her for the dec-
oration of the castle of La Mota. Yet her desire to remain aloof 
from politics and her disenchantment with the change in artistic 
orientation after the war kept her from the prominent role for 
which she seemed predestined. In her diaries she writes about 
her ambivalence between her artistic ambition and her difficul-
ties in adapting to the regime, which caused her to experience 
a painful bipolarity. The diaries also reveal the drifting of her 
spirituality, from her interest in Surrealism to her involvement 
with reformist Catholic groups and her Parisian experience with 
theosophy, which persuaded her to destroy her Surrealist work 
of the 1930s.

18

With these artists, together with Julia Minguillón and 
Marisa Roësset, two women who had reached a certain promi-
nence, a new model of women’s painting was born, voluntarily 
feminine in the sense of wanting to be very different from the 
grandiosity of painters like the aforementioned Sert or Ignacio 
Zuloaga, another favorite painter of the new regime. Character-
ized by a bright color range, gentle lines, and intimate scenes, 
it is work that is both understudied and underappreciated, as it 
does not fit neatly into the genealogy established by traditional 
art histories centered on the origins of formalist painting, that 
“veta brava”—“brave vein” or impetuous style—representing 

18
 Delhy Tejero, Los cuadernines (1936–1968), ed. María Dolores Vila Tejero 
and Tomás Sánchez Santiago (Zamora: Diputación de Zamora, 2004).  
I am grateful to María Dolores Vila and Javier Vila, the niece and nephew 
of Delhy Tejero, for the information they kindly provided on the artist.
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Ortiz Echagüe’s photographs, however, are also the sign 
of the survival of an aristocratic concept of heritage. This is not 
just a question of its ownership but also of the ability to interpret 
it and bring it up to date. The idea is well illustrated by Dalí’s 
Retrato del embajador Cárdenas (Portrait of Ambassador Cárdenas) 
of 1943, in which the sitter’s figure is surrounded by three ma-
jor landmarks of Spanish culture: Don Quixote, Velázquez, and 
El Escorial. At the origin of the interest in the extinct cultural 
heritage, triggered by the destruction of the war, lay the ini-
tiative of certain aristocrats who had promoted the restoration 
of historic buildings or the recovery of period costumes since 
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practice in collage of extracting images from old publications and 
manipulating them to give a mysterious new meaning Zabaleta 
accomplished through drawing, introducing references to the 
war, apocalyptic monsters, visions of Parisian churches in ruins, 
and nineteenth-century figures strolling tranquilly through this 
mess. Those drawings interested Eugenio d’Ors, who published 
an article on them, stressing the artist’s popular yet cultured 
roots.27 From then on, the painter from Quesada (Jaén) was one 

Diputación de Aragón, 1998). Seral’s bookshop and gallery, Clan, was the 
staunchest defender of Surrealism after the war. It refused to collaborate 
with official initiatives (including the International Congress of Abstract 
Art held in Santander in 1953), and it was quick to present and publish 
the work of Surrealists in exile like Maruja Mallo.

27 Eugenio d’Ors, “Sueños en Quesada. A propósito de una colección de 
dibujos de Rafael Zabaleta,” Arriba, April 12, 1944.

The Secret Room

M
ax

 E
rn

st
, “

L
op

lo
p,

 l
’h

ir
on

de
ll

e,
 p

as
se

” 
 

(L
op

lo
p 

th
e 

Sw
al

lo
w

 P
as

se
s)

, i
n 

La
 fe

m
m

e 
10

0 
tê

te
s,

 
É

d
it

io
n

s 
du

 C
ar

re
fo

u
r,

 P
ar

is
, 1

92
9



91

the polar opposite of the painting realized by women.
19

 Most of 
those women were obliged to work in private with the exception 
of the period immediately after the war, when a privileged space 
seemed to be cleared for specifically feminine art. Not only was 
it then that a first-class medal was awarded for the first time to a 
woman at the National Fine Arts Exhibition (Julia Minguillón, 
for her Escuela de Doloriñas [School of Doloriñas] in 1943), but 
several women, among them Rosario de Velasco and Mercedes 
Llimona, also had key roles in the team that set up the aforemen-
tioned Exhibition of Sacred Art in Vitoria.

20
 The fact that d’Ors 

placed a small female portrait (probably by Rosario de Velasco) in 
his study alongside the imposing angel by Frederic Marès shows 
that the philosopher already foresaw a dissociation between a 
masculine and monumental religious art and another of a more 
intimate and feminine nature.

Empty Ghosts

Although the application of the word casa associated with the 
family home was extended to institutions (from the Casa Sindical, 
for the National-Syndicalist headquarters, to la casa de Dios, for a 
church), the home never ceased to be a place where the sinister 
shadow of unrest lurked beneath a protective appearance. The 
“cheerful and sunny home” is conspicuous by its absence from 
literature, yet the home is frequently used as a metaphor for death, 

19
 Only the work of Tejero has been the subject of numerous studies, in spite 
of which it remains opaque. Among recent studies devoted to evaluating 
the emergence of a new sensibility linked to a specific form of religiosity 
and the existence of a network of relations among women, special men-
tion should go to Nuria Capdevila-Argüelles, who proposes a new con-
cept of authorship reaching out to areas rarely visited by historiography 
in her book Artistas y precursoras. Un siglo de autoras Roësset (1882–1995) 
(Madrid: horas y Horas, 2013).

20
 The material published for the exhibition included a poster by Pere 
Pruna, postcards, a catalogue, and a volume that emphasized the part 
played by women in organizing and setting up the exhibition: 12 artículos 
sobre la Exposición Internacional de Arte Sacro (Vitoria: Imprenta Hijo de 
Iturbe, 1939).
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ideal model in the Civil War. It was, for instance, a way to portray 
the absent, the dead, the exiled, and even those who, as Cernuda 
said, lived “without being alive.” There is some of this in Pancho 
Cossío’s images for the Falangists who had died in the war, whom 
he portrays as energetic yet at the same time static figures veiled 
by a layer of whitish paint with a few salient points, the shining 
stars so beloved of Falangist poetry, or a kind of chrysalis that 
locates them in a symbolically inaccessible place. It is also found 
in Luis Castellanos’s Los atletas (The Athletes, ca. 1940). Drawn 
precisely but without detail, with harmonious proportions and a 
halo of clouds that evokes a sacred aura, these athletes recall a line 
of verse by the poet and sportsman Jean Giraudoux: “Our million 
and a half war dead parade in our mind in the form of athletes.”25 
Especially reminiscent of de Chirico and his classical sculptures, 
however, are the recumbent figures that appear in the foreground 
of numerous works by Benjamín Palencia and Zabaleta. The im-
ages that are closest to the Metaphysical world of mannequins 
and statues are those of Juan Antonio Morales and José Caballero. 
Caballero went to Italy and visited Carlo Carrá and Gino Severini, 
and a recurrent motif of his pictures is the faceless figure, either 
featureless or hidden behind hair, sometimes located in a nar-
row space rather like the stage sets that appear in works by both 
Dalí and de Chirico, reduced to three walls with no ceiling.

Zabaleta likewise painted numerous views of museums 
featuring classical figures, but he owed his initial fame to his 
drawings inspired by the collages of Max Ernst, which were 
exhibited at the Museo de Arte Moderno in Madrid in 1935 and 
had a great influence in Spain both before and after the war. The 
great driving force of the collage at that time was Alfonso Buñuel 
along with the gallery of Tomás Seral in Zaragoza, a funda-
mental locus for the survival of Surrealism after the war.26 The 

25 Giraudoux’s book Le Sport. Notes et maximes (Paris: Hachette, 1928) was 
published in Spain by Epesa in 1946 under the title of Plenitud. Estudio-
preliminar a las máximas sobre “el deporte” de Jean Giraudoux, with a long 
prologue by Lilí Álvarez.

26 Tomás Seral y Casas. Un galerista en la posguerra, ed. Chus Tudelilla and 
José-Carlos E. Mainer, exh. cat. Centro Conde Duque, Madrid (Zaragoza: 
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the turn of the century. In the 1940s, the obsession with the 
past also reached the bourgeoisie, who found a protective refuge 
against the then prevailing decadence of Spain within the nine-
teenth century, a refuge that nevertheless ultimately concealed 
monsters and crimes, as we see in films by Rafael Gil or Edgar 
Neville. Anachronism is a response to the inability to confront 
both the reality of misery and fear, and an attempt to cover up 
that reality with propaganda, returning those scenarios back to 
a Spain prior to the “decomposition” that set in with the loss of 
its colonies. It also appears in painting in the form of costumes, 
in the self-portraits of Juan Ismael (1943) and Juan Antonio 
Morales (1945), who represented themselves as period figures 
from more or less the nineteenth century. 

The Home as Stage Setting

The unprecedented images of dwellings in the very heart of a city 
destroyed by aerial bombardment, their interiors visible among 
the ruins, were used extensively in propaganda as the chief tes-
timony to horror, together with images of women with dead 
infants in their arms. Thus when the war ended the reconstruc-
tion of homes was not only a vital material necessity but also 
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which during the war had reached “As far as the last refuge: the 
inviolate air, / From which malevolent birds rained death / on 
the guilty, huddled, defenseless congregation,” as Luis Cernuda 
wrote in “Otras ruinas” (Other Ruins).

21
 Or José María Valverde, 

in “Elegía de mi niñez” (Elegy of my Childhood, 1945): “And 
the fears, afterward… / Anything could be there in the dark of the 
room / At the end of the passage / there throbbed all the black  
in this world, / all the enemy forces, / all the negations.”

22
 In “Hijos 

de los campos” (Sons of the Fields, 1944), Vicente Aleixandre 
speaks in his turn of “empty ghosts of dead rooms.” Stone is 
confused with flesh, and the houses look like living beings tor-
tured by grief after the war, like their inhabitants. That ability 
of poetry to reflect a traumatic collective experience and to do 
so empathetically, in the first person, was one lacking in post-
war Spanish painting, with rare exceptions like Antoni Tàpies.

But the “empty ghosts” float through painting all the same, 
even if set at a distance. We find them in the faceless figures 
drawn by José Caballero during the war, wandering among ruins 
with angels flying overhead. When the war was over, Caballero’s 
painting continued to be peopled with ghosts. The surrealism of 
his first drawings gives way to painting more metaphysical in 
character, a move made by many other artists at that time. This is 
primarily the result of Surrealism having been accused of corro-
sive degeneracy in articles by such influential figures as Giménez 
Caballero, Pedro Laín Entralgo, and Thomas Craven for impor-
tant publications such as Arriba España, Vértice, and Signal,

23
 but 

also because its roots in Dalí also began to be criticized in artistic 

21
 “Hasta el refugio último: el aire inviolado, / De donde aves maléficas 
precipitaron muerte/ sobre la grey culpable, hacinada, indefensa.”

22
 “Y los miedos, después… / Todo podía ser en el oscuro del cuarto / Al 
fondo del pasillo / latía todo el negro de este mundo, / todas las fuerzas 
enemigas, / todas las negaciones.”

23
 Ernesto Giménez Caballero, “El arte y la guerra,” La voz de España (San 
Sebastián), May 19, 1938, 12; Pedro Laín Entralgo, “Un médico ante la 
pintura,” Vértice, no. 33, May 1938; and Thomas Craven, “El decadentismo 
de nuestros museos,” Signal, no. 8, April 1942, n.p.
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The model of the bourgeois dwelling was to spread through-
out the interiors of the buildings of the Falange, and very especial-
ly the castle of La Mota in Medina del Campo (a former prison, 
as Moreno Villa recalled in his article cited above), presented  
by Franco to the Sección Femenina. Refurbished and decorated by 
Luis M. Feduchi, it was the model not only for the restoration and 
repurification of a historical royal site but also for a lifestyle that 
the Sección Femenina corps were supposed to disseminate, partly 
through teaching but above all through their own example. The 
Falangist women, both leaders and affiliates, therefore feature in 
the pictures appearing in their magazines and publications (like 
Y and Medina), both in the course of their Falangist activities and, 
especially, through photographs of their homes: bright colors, flo-
ral chintz upholstery, Elizabethan furniture, flowers, and popular 
or handcrafted decorative details. We are still in the world of the 
nineteenth-century tableaux vivants, though with more modern 
forms and aimed at education rather than leisure.

15
 José Compte’s 

15
 María Rosón, Género, memoria y cultura visual en el primer franquismo 
(Madrid: Cátedra, 2016). It is an exemplary study that shows feminine 
authorship in postwar Spain in all its specificity and complexity, explor-
ing areas hitherto ignored by historiography.
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circles. Moreover, Metaphysical painting embraced classicism, 
privileged by theorists of the time like Eugenio d’Ors.

It is not coincidental that the first issue of the “Art Supple-
ment” of the Falangist magazine Escorial in 1942 should have in-
cluded an article by Giorgio de Chirico,24 one of whose works was 
also reproduced in the article by Laín referred to above. Meta-
physical painting had emerged during World War I, and the image 
of deep perspectives, empty streets, and classical sculptures with 
an animated appearance, like those seen in works by de Chirico 
such as Ariadne and The Disquieting Muses, once more offered an 

24 “Suplemento de Arte,” Escorial. Revista de Cultura y Letras, Delegación 
Nacional de Prensa y Propaganda de la Falange, Madrid, no. 1, Fall 1942.
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a question imbued with great symbolism.13 Eugenio d’Ors, ap-
pointed the Nationalist general director of fine arts in November 
1938, planned three great exhibitions that owed as much to the 
aesthetic program he was defending as to the anti-program attrib-
uted by the propaganda to the Reds. The first, the International 
Exhibition of Sacred Art held in Vitoria in 1939, proposed mod-
els for an ideal reconstruction of profaned churches and statues. 
The second was an exhibition of urban planning schemes for 
Salamanca, and the last was to be an exhibition on the home, 
which d’Ors was unable to realize due to his premature dismissal, 
but which would have undoubtedly shown the “joyful gravity” 
that characterized the Falangist style, and which took the form 
in private dwellings, except at society’s margins, of the “cheerful 
and sunny home” about which both Franco and Falangist politi-
cian José Luis Arrese spoke so much in their speeches of the early 
1940s. However, in his own house in Madrid’s Calle Sacramento, 
and in the hermitage of San Cristóbal in Vilanova i la Geltrú, 
where he later retired, d’Ors showed the two faces of his own ide-
al home. The hermitage, which he acquired in 1944, is an austere 
whitewashed retreat, but his Madrid home is a grandiloquent 
stage setting for his most representative activities: Elizabethan 
furniture, angels, classical sculptures, and so on. Especially sig-
nificant is one corner of his study,14 where a group of angels in-
spired by the Mystery Play of Elche are to be seen hanging from 
a lamp, while the large Asunción de la Virgen (Assumption of the 
Virgin, Rafael Zabaleta, 1942) hung on one wall. On either side 
of his desk are a severe angel sculpted by Frederic Marès and the 
bust of a woman, probably painted by Rosario de Velasco.

13 Leticia Sastre, “El sol, la cal y la sal. Arquitectura rural en el periodo de 
la autarquía,” in Campo cerrado, ed. Jiménez-Blanco, 140–57 (English: 
“‘The Sun, the Whitewash, the Salt’: Rural Architecture in the Period of 
Autarchy,” 374–75). Many of the ideas in this essay stem from conversa-
tions with the author, for whose suggestions I am most grateful.

14 “Eugenio d’Ors,” Universidad de Navarra (website), page posted by Pia 
d’Ors, last updated June 16, 2008, http://www.unav.es/gep/dors/fotos15. 
1.htm (accessed on November 8, 2016).
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which during the war had reached “As far as the last refuge: the 
inviolate air, / From which malevolent birds rained death / on 
the guilty, huddled, defenseless congregation,” as Luis Cernuda 
wrote in “Otras ruinas” (Other Ruins).21 Or José María Valverde, 
in “Elegía de mi niñez” (Elegy of my Childhood, 1945): “And 
the fears, afterward… / Anything could be there in the dark of the 
room / At the end of the passage / there throbbed all the black  
in this world, / all the enemy forces, / all the negations.”22 In “Hijos 
de los campos” (Sons of the Fields, 1944), Vicente Aleixandre 
speaks in his turn of “empty ghosts of dead rooms.” Stone is 
confused with flesh, and the houses look like living beings tor-
tured by grief after the war, like their inhabitants. That ability 
of poetry to reflect a traumatic collective experience and to do 
so empathetically, in the first person, was one lacking in post-
war Spanish painting, with rare exceptions like Antoni Tàpies.

But the “empty ghosts” float through painting all the same, 
even if set at a distance. We find them in the faceless figures 
drawn by José Caballero during the war, wandering among ruins 
with angels flying overhead. When the war was over, Caballero’s 
painting continued to be peopled with ghosts. The surrealism of 
his first drawings gives way to painting more metaphysical in 
character, a move made by many other artists at that time. This is 
primarily the result of Surrealism having been accused of corro-
sive degeneracy in articles by such influential figures as Giménez 
Caballero, Pedro Laín Entralgo, and Thomas Craven for impor-
tant publications such as Arriba España, Vértice, and Signal,23 but 
also because its roots in Dalí also began to be criticized in artistic 

21 “Hasta el refugio último: el aire inviolado, / De donde aves maléficas 
precipitaron muerte/ sobre la grey culpable, hacinada, indefensa.”

22 “Y los miedos, después… / Todo podía ser en el oscuro del cuarto / Al 
fondo del pasillo / latía todo el negro de este mundo, / todas las fuerzas 
enemigas, / todas las negaciones.”

23 Ernesto Giménez Caballero, “El arte y la guerra,” La voz de España (San 
Sebastián), May 19, 1938, 12; Pedro Laín Entralgo, “Un médico ante la 
pintura,” Vértice, no. 33, May 1938; and Thomas Craven, “El decadentismo 
de nuestros museos,” Signal, no. 8, April 1942, n.p.
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The model of the bourgeois dwelling was to spread through-
out the interiors of the buildings of the Falange, and very especial-
ly the castle of La Mota in Medina del Campo (a former prison, 
as Moreno Villa recalled in his article cited above), presented  
by Franco to the Sección Femenina. Refurbished and decorated by 
Luis M. Feduchi, it was the model not only for the restoration and 
repurification of a historical royal site but also for a lifestyle that 
the Sección Femenina corps were supposed to disseminate, partly 
through teaching but above all through their own example. The 
Falangist women, both leaders and affiliates, therefore feature in 
the pictures appearing in their magazines and publications (like 
Y and Medina), both in the course of their Falangist activities and, 
especially, through photographs of their homes: bright colors, flo-
ral chintz upholstery, Elizabethan furniture, flowers, and popular 
or handcrafted decorative details. We are still in the world of the 
nineteenth-century tableaux vivants, though with more modern 
forms and aimed at education rather than leisure.15 José Compte’s 

15 María Rosón, Género, memoria y cultura visual en el primer franquismo 
(Madrid: Cátedra, 2016). It is an exemplary study that shows feminine 
authorship in postwar Spain in all its specificity and complexity, explor-
ing areas hitherto ignored by historiography.

The Secret Room

M
uj

er
es

 d
e 

la
 F

al
an

ge
 (

W
om

en
 o

f 
th

e 
F

al
an

ge
),

D
E

O
 S

.A
.,

 B
ar

ce
lo

n
a,

 [1
9

39
].

 1
2 

ro
to

gr
av

u
re

 
p

os
tc

ar
d

s.
 P

h
ot

og
ra

ph
y 

by
 J

os
é 

C
om

pt
e

93

circles. Moreover, Metaphysical painting embraced classicism, 
privileged by theorists of the time like Eugenio d’Ors.

It is not coincidental that the first issue of the “Art Supple-
ment” of the Falangist magazine Escorial in 1942 should have in-
cluded an article by Giorgio de Chirico,

24
 one of whose works was 

also reproduced in the article by Laín referred to above. Meta-
physical painting had emerged during World War I, and the image 
of deep perspectives, empty streets, and classical sculptures with 
an animated appearance, like those seen in works by de Chirico 
such as Ariadne and The Disquieting Muses, once more offered an 

24
 “Suplemento de Arte,” Escorial. Revista de Cultura y Letras, Delegación 
Nacional de Prensa y Propaganda de la Falange, Madrid, no. 1, Fall 1942.
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a question imbued with great symbolism.
13
 Eugenio d’Ors, ap-

pointed the Nationalist general director of fine arts in November 
1938, planned three great exhibitions that owed as much to the 
aesthetic program he was defending as to the anti-program attrib-
uted by the propaganda to the Reds. The first, the International 
Exhibition of Sacred Art held in Vitoria in 1939, proposed mod-
els for an ideal reconstruction of profaned churches and statues. 
The second was an exhibition of urban planning schemes for 
Salamanca, and the last was to be an exhibition on the home, 
which d’Ors was unable to realize due to his premature dismissal, 
but which would have undoubtedly shown the “joyful gravity” 
that characterized the Falangist style, and which took the form 
in private dwellings, except at society’s margins, of the “cheerful 
and sunny home” about which both Franco and Falangist politi-
cian José Luis Arrese spoke so much in their speeches of the early 
1940s. However, in his own house in Madrid’s Calle Sacramento, 
and in the hermitage of San Cristóbal in Vilanova i la Geltrú, 
where he later retired, d’Ors showed the two faces of his own ide-
al home. The hermitage, which he acquired in 1944, is an austere 
whitewashed retreat, but his Madrid home is a grandiloquent 
stage setting for his most representative activities: Elizabethan 
furniture, angels, classical sculptures, and so on. Especially sig-
nificant is one corner of his study,

14
 where a group of angels in-

spired by the Mystery Play of Elche are to be seen hanging from 
a lamp, while the large Asunción de la Virgen (Assumption of the 
Virgin, Rafael Zabaleta, 1942) hung on one wall. On either side 
of his desk are a severe angel sculpted by Frederic Marès and the 
bust of a woman, probably painted by Rosario de Velasco.

13
 Leticia Sastre, “El sol, la cal y la sal. Arquitectura rural en el periodo de 
la autarquía,” in Campo cerrado, ed. Jiménez-Blanco, 140–57 (English: 
“‘The Sun, the Whitewash, the Salt’: Rural Architecture in the Period of 
Autarchy,” 374–75). Many of the ideas in this essay stem from conversa-
tions with the author, for whose suggestions I am most grateful.

14
 “Eugenio d’Ors,” Universidad de Navarra (website), page posted by Pia 
d’Ors, last updated June 16, 2008, http://www.unav.es/gep/dors/fotos15. 
1.htm (accessed on November 8, 2016).
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the polar opposite of the painting realized by women.19 Most of 
those women were obliged to work in private with the exception 
of the period immediately after the war, when a privileged space 
seemed to be cleared for specifically feminine art. Not only was 
it then that a first-class medal was awarded for the first time to a 
woman at the National Fine Arts Exhibition (Julia Minguillón, 
for her Escuela de Doloriñas [School of Doloriñas] in 1943), but 
several women, among them Rosario de Velasco and Mercedes 
Llimona, also had key roles in the team that set up the aforemen-
tioned Exhibition of Sacred Art in Vitoria.20 The fact that d’Ors 
placed a small female portrait (probably by Rosario de Velasco) in 
his study alongside the imposing angel by Frederic Marès shows 
that the philosopher already foresaw a dissociation between a 
masculine and monumental religious art and another of a more 
intimate and feminine nature.

Empty Ghosts

Although the application of the word casa associated with the 
family home was extended to institutions (from the Casa Sindical, 
for the National-Syndicalist headquarters, to la casa de Dios, for a 
church), the home never ceased to be a place where the sinister 
shadow of unrest lurked beneath a protective appearance. The 
“cheerful and sunny home” is conspicuous by its absence from 
literature, yet the home is frequently used as a metaphor for death, 

19 Only the work of Tejero has been the subject of numerous studies, in spite 
of which it remains opaque. Among recent studies devoted to evaluating 
the emergence of a new sensibility linked to a specific form of religiosity 
and the existence of a network of relations among women, special men-
tion should go to Nuria Capdevila-Argüelles, who proposes a new con-
cept of authorship reaching out to areas rarely visited by historiography 
in her book Artistas y precursoras. Un siglo de autoras Roësset (1882–1995) 
(Madrid: horas y Horas, 2013).

20 The material published for the exhibition included a poster by Pere 
Pruna, postcards, a catalogue, and a volume that emphasized the part 
played by women in organizing and setting up the exhibition: 12 artículos 
sobre la Exposición Internacional de Arte Sacro (Vitoria: Imprenta Hijo de 
Iturbe, 1939).
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photographs of Mujeres de la Falange featuring women theatrically 
engaging in farm labor are a good example. So too are the im-
ages of the women in another of the Sección Femenina’s large 
centers, the farm school that opened in Aranjuez in 1942, where 
courses were given to the Falange’s rural instructors. Located 
once more in a place linked to the monarchy, the Escorial-type 
architecture of the school was the work of Luis Gutiérrez Soto, 
the architect who designed the Air Ministry (today the Cuartel 
General del Ejército del Aire) in Madrid, while its grand interiors 
were softened by white walls and decorative details inspired by 
popular art.

While d’Ors’s house exemplifies the elitist dwelling, the 
homes of the Sección Femenina, both institutional and private, 
constitute the model for a middle-class home that was to spread 
in the postwar period. After some fits and starts, the postwar ar-
chitects came to prefer the model of the popular home—based on 
craft manufactures, and apparently earnest—over the theatrical 
grandiloquence of the manor house. Even so, the model was put 
into practice in the postwar period by two central institutions of 
early Francoism, the Dirección General de Regiones Devastadas 
y Reparaciones (Directorate-General for Devastated Regions and 
Repairs) and later the Instituto Nacional de Colonización (National 
Institute for Settlement), in housing for the lower classes.

The regime thus opposed the corrosive nature of avant-garde 
art with the “healthy art” (arte-sano) of craft manufactures, which 
were given a great boost in the early postwar years on the presup-
position that the home had to be a place for living and working as 
the nucleus of an organic society. Craft markets and fairs were cre-
ated—markets in Madrid and Málaga, and the 1939 Na tional Craft 
Exhibition in Santander—for the display of products, many of them 
promoted or made under the auspices of the Sección Femenina. 
Although the idea of handicrafts as an economic stimulus for rural 
areas was soon abandoned, the craft market that opened in Madrid 
in 1941, which included pieces designed by architects and artists 
like Luis M. Feduchi and Serny, was influential in later years, be-
coming the seed for the first design initiatives of the 1950s, when 
proposals aimed at and associated with the diffusion of a similar 
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Delhy Tejero, a painter with links to the Academia de San 
Fernando and the Residencia de Señoritas, the first official cen-
ter of university education for women, who had spent the war 
studying mural painting in Italy and living in Paris with ex-
iled Surrealists like Remedios Varo, her former companion at 
San Fernando, also painted murals for children’s dining rooms, 
churches, and other public buildings, some of them linked to the 
Falange. As one of the most renowned of the women painters 
who had remained in Spain, she could no doubt have worked 
more, and Pilar Primo de Rivera even thought of her for the dec-
oration of the castle of La Mota. Yet her desire to remain aloof 
from politics and her disenchantment with the change in artistic 
orientation after the war kept her from the prominent role for 
which she seemed predestined. In her diaries she writes about 
her ambivalence between her artistic ambition and her difficul-
ties in adapting to the regime, which caused her to experience 
a painful bipolarity. The diaries also reveal the drifting of her 
spirituality, from her interest in Surrealism to her involvement 
with reformist Catholic groups and her Parisian experience with 
theosophy, which persuaded her to destroy her Surrealist work 
of the 1930s.18

With these artists, together with Julia Minguillón and 
Marisa Roësset, two women who had reached a certain promi-
nence, a new model of women’s painting was born, voluntarily 
feminine in the sense of wanting to be very different from the 
grandiosity of painters like the aforementioned Sert or Ignacio 
Zuloaga, another favorite painter of the new regime. Character-
ized by a bright color range, gentle lines, and intimate scenes, 
it is work that is both understudied and underappreciated, as it 
does not fit neatly into the genealogy established by traditional 
art histories centered on the origins of formalist painting, that 
“veta brava”—“brave vein” or impetuous style—representing 

18 Delhy Tejero, Los cuadernines (1936–1968), ed. María Dolores Vila Tejero 
and Tomás Sánchez Santiago (Zamora: Diputación de Zamora, 2004).  
I am grateful to María Dolores Vila and Javier Vila, the niece and nephew 
of Delhy Tejero, for the information they kindly provided on the artist.
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kind of “good taste” tried to combine modernism with popular 
craft tradition. The fact that many of the stalls were associated 
with home decor stores influenced the rise from the early 1950s 
on of a type of decoration that associated contemporary art, a 
nascent type of modern furniture based on popular models, and 
decorative handicrafts. The success of this pattern was reflected 
in the grand prizes won by Spain at the Triennale of Milan for 
decorative arts in 1951, 1954, and 1957, which were the first pres-
tigious international awards received by Franco’s regime. The 
model also found room for development in the camp aesthetic, 
which made the home a privileged space for creativity.16

The Disquieting Muses

There was, of course, a style of art designated to decorate these 
interiors, and Josep Maria Sert was one of the most influential 
models when it came to official buildings, both because he was 

16 I do not know of any research on this subject, but works like the mem-
oirs of Francisco Nieva allow us to glimpse to what point the domestic 
space was elaborated as a creative environment by artists such as him-
self. The home was the preferred social environment for fringe aesthetics, 
such as camp or women’s art.
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a muralist (although he worked on canvas) and because of his 
grandiloquent style. Ernesto Giménez Caballero had already de-
clared in his book Arte y estado (1935)—an aesthetic blueprint for 
a Fascist state—that the fine arts were a residue of the past. Art 
had to be applied fundamentally to propaganda, embedding it 
within architecture, cinema, and theater. Artists had the oppor-
tunity to collaborate in the creation of murals, and in them we 
see how alongside Sert’s model, followed by artists like Sáenz 
de Tejada and Ramón Stolz Viciano, there appeared another 
model in the context of the Sección Femenina. More novel in ap-
proach, it allowed the development of a women’s painting that 
had had its origins in prewar art, when some women who re-
mained in Spain and others who went into exile—Maruja Mallo 
and Remedios Varo among them—had earned not only a cer-
tain prestige but also a certain degree of influence. Rosario de 
Velasco was one of them. From her position in the Falange’s De-
partment of Propaganda and the Sección Femenina, she painted 
an Assumption for the chapel of the farm school in Aranjuez, she 
contributed to the 1938 Exhibition of Sacred Art in Vitoria, and 
she painted a Virgin for a residence hall of Madrid’s Universidad 
Complutense. Having done the illustrations before the war for 
books by María Teresa León, a communist living in exile, after 
the war she illustrated Princesas del martirio, a book by one of the 
principal Falangist authoresses, Concha Espina, which revealed 
how the war broke up creative relationships going back to the 
late 1920s that had only just begun to bear fruit. Her Assump-
tion represents a new type of painting that faithfully follows the 
model of the classical Virgin where modesty is concerned but 
that admits the appearance and physicality of a modern woman. 
Indeed, the flowing hair is not one of the hairstyles listed as 
desirable by the Sección Femenina.17

17 Mónica Carabias Álvaro includes some of these traditionally inspired 
hairstyles in Imágenes de una metáfora circunstancial. La mujer falangista 
como mujer moderna (Y. Revista para la mujer, 1938–1940) (Madrid: Uni-
versidad Complutense, Servicio de Publicaciones, 2006); and in Mujeres 
modernas de Falange, 1938–1940: Y, revista para la mujer (Córdoba: Fun-
dación Provincial de Artes Plásticas “Rafael Botí,” 2010), 370. 
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of the writer’s preferred artists, frequently exhibiting him at his 
Salón de los Once and once even in his own home.

Along with his drawings, it is his interiors that seem closest 
to Metaphysical painting. In them he takes up the subject of the 
interior with balcony that had been developed by Cubism, but 
here, unlike the pictures of Juan Gris or Pablo Picasso, the ex-
terior remains in the background, or is even replaced by a land-
scape painting, a common feature in other works of the postwar 
period. One self-portrait by the artist uses an ambiguous image 
to show him inside his home. In the background, what should be 
a window looking onto the exterior is in fact a seascape. In front 
of it is a mirror where the artist is reflected, his face blurred. 
On a table stands an object that Zabaleta painted in numerous 
still lifes, a vase in the form of a hand holding the vessel itself.

28
 

Although the artist’s best known and most influential works 
were his portraits of peasants, influenced by Picasso and insert-
ed into geometricized compositions, his interiors are ambiguous 
and enigmatic spaces that reveal how his interest in Surrealism 
had never really died out.

This confusion between the animate and the inanimate, 
between the real and the fictitious, had already played an impor-
tant role in prewar art linked to Magic Realism, to the work of 
José Gutiérrez Solana, and to Ramón Gómez de la Serna, whose 
studio, which he called his torreón, or turret, contained a motley 
collection that included a wax doll, a screen covered with figures 
cut out from the press or from art books, and a picture bought 
in Madrid’s flea market showing the figure of a woman, half 
her body living flesh and the other half a skeleton. It reappeared 
in the work of many painters after the war, one of them being 
Urbano Lugrís. His imaginative world, close to that of his writer 
friend Álvaro Cunqueiro, seems to enclose itself in cluttered in-
teriors where what should be a window is presented like a boat-
filled marina. The numerous objects offer the chance of a voyage 

28
 The title of the picture, dated 1945, is Objetos en un interior (Objects in 
an Interior). On Zabaleta, see María Guzmán Pérez, La pintura de Rafael 
Zabaleta (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 1983).

Patricia Molins

81

the “Red hordes.” In his book Viacrucis del señor en las tierras 
de España,

12
 Manuel García Viñolas introduces religious images 

of figures that look like wounded people or savagely mutilated 
dolls. They are a symbol of what is missing in the pictures of 
ruins: the suffering of those who inhabited them, an idea under-
lined by the fact that the statues are shown frontally, not from 
the low angle habitual with religious images. 

12 
Manuel Augusto, Viacrucis del señor en las tierras de España (Barcelona: 
Editora Nacional, 1939). In 1940, José Luis Sáenz de Heredia, who had 
formerly worked with Luis Buñuel, made a film based on this text.
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kind of “good taste” tried to combine modernism with popular 
craft tradition. The fact that many of the stalls were associated 
with home decor stores influenced the rise from the early 1950s 
on of a type of decoration that associated contemporary art, a 
nascent type of modern furniture based on popular models, and 
decorative handicrafts. The success of this pattern was reflected 
in the grand prizes won by Spain at the Triennale of Milan for 
decorative arts in 1951, 1954, and 1957, which were the first pres-
tigious international awards received by Franco’s regime. The 
model also found room for development in the camp aesthetic, 
which made the home a privileged space for creativity.16

The Disquieting Muses

There was, of course, a style of art designated to decorate these 
interiors, and Josep Maria Sert was one of the most influential 
models when it came to official buildings, both because he was 
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a muralist (although he worked on canvas) and because of his 
grandiloquent style. Ernesto Giménez Caballero had already de-
clared in his book Arte y estado (1935)—an aesthetic blueprint for 
a Fascist state—that the fine arts were a residue of the past. Art 
had to be applied fundamentally to propaganda, embedding it 
within architecture, cinema, and theater. Artists had the oppor-
tunity to collaborate in the creation of murals, and in them we 
see how alongside Sert’s model, followed by artists like Sáenz 
de Tejada and Ramón Stolz Viciano, there appeared another 
model in the context of the Sección Femenina. More novel in ap-
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had had its origins in prewar art, when some women who re-
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tain prestige but also a certain degree of influence. Rosario de 
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principal Falangist authoresses, Concha Espina, which revealed 
how the war broke up creative relationships going back to the 
late 1920s that had only just begun to bear fruit. Her Assump-
tion represents a new type of painting that faithfully follows the 
model of the classical Virgin where modesty is concerned but 
that admits the appearance and physicality of a modern woman. 
Indeed, the flowing hair is not one of the hairstyles listed as 
desirable by the Sección Femenina.17

17 Mónica Carabias Álvaro includes some of these traditionally inspired 
hairstyles in Imágenes de una metáfora circunstancial. La mujer falangista 
como mujer moderna (Y. Revista para la mujer, 1938–1940) (Madrid: Uni-
versidad Complutense, Servicio de Publicaciones, 2006); and in Mujeres 
modernas de Falange, 1938–1940: Y, revista para la mujer (Córdoba: Fun-
dación Provincial de Artes Plásticas “Rafael Botí,” 2010), 370. 

The Secret Room

96

of the writer’s preferred artists, frequently exhibiting him at his 
Salón de los Once and once even in his own home.

Along with his drawings, it is his interiors that seem closest 
to Metaphysical painting. In them he takes up the subject of the 
interior with balcony that had been developed by Cubism, but 
here, unlike the pictures of Juan Gris or Pablo Picasso, the ex-
terior remains in the background, or is even replaced by a land-
scape painting, a common feature in other works of the postwar 
period. One self-portrait by the artist uses an ambiguous image 
to show him inside his home. In the background, what should be 
a window looking onto the exterior is in fact a seascape. In front 
of it is a mirror where the artist is reflected, his face blurred. 
On a table stands an object that Zabaleta painted in numerous 
still lifes, a vase in the form of a hand holding the vessel itself.

28
 

Although the artist’s best known and most influential works 
were his portraits of peasants, influenced by Picasso and insert-
ed into geometricized compositions, his interiors are ambiguous 
and enigmatic spaces that reveal how his interest in Surrealism 
had never really died out.

This confusion between the animate and the inanimate, 
between the real and the fictitious, had already played an impor-
tant role in prewar art linked to Magic Realism, to the work of 
José Gutiérrez Solana, and to Ramón Gómez de la Serna, whose 
studio, which he called his torreón, or turret, contained a motley 
collection that included a wax doll, a screen covered with figures 
cut out from the press or from art books, and a picture bought 
in Madrid’s flea market showing the figure of a woman, half 
her body living flesh and the other half a skeleton. It reappeared 
in the work of many painters after the war, one of them being 
Urbano Lugrís. His imaginative world, close to that of his writer 
friend Álvaro Cunqueiro, seems to enclose itself in cluttered in-
teriors where what should be a window is presented like a boat-
filled marina. The numerous objects offer the chance of a voyage 

28
 The title of the picture, dated 1945, is Objetos en un interior (Objects in 
an Interior). On Zabaleta, see María Guzmán Pérez, La pintura de Rafael 
Zabaleta (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 1983).

Patricia Molins

81

the “Red hordes.” In his book Viacrucis del señor en las tierras 
de España,

12
 Manuel García Viñolas introduces religious images 

of figures that look like wounded people or savagely mutilated 
dolls. They are a symbol of what is missing in the pictures of 
ruins: the suffering of those who inhabited them, an idea under-
lined by the fact that the statues are shown frontally, not from 
the low angle habitual with religious images. 

12 
Manuel Augusto, Viacrucis del señor en las tierras de España (Barcelona: 
Editora Nacional, 1939). In 1940, José Luis Sáenz de Heredia, who had 
formerly worked with Luis Buñuel, made a film based on this text.

The Secret Room

H
istoria de la Cruzada E

spañola, E
diciones E

spañolas, 
M

adrid, 19
43, vol. 8, tom

o 34, p. 176
. L

iterary director: 
Joaqu

ín A
rrarás Iribarren; artistic director: C

arlos 
Sáen

z de T
ejada



87

photographs of Mujeres de la Falange featuring women theatrically 
engaging in farm labor are a good example. So too are the im-
ages of the women in another of the Sección Femenina’s large 
centers, the farm school that opened in Aranjuez in 1942, where 
courses were given to the Falange’s rural instructors. Located 
once more in a place linked to the monarchy, the Escorial-type 
architecture of the school was the work of Luis Gutiérrez Soto, 
the architect who designed the Air Ministry (today the Cuartel 
General del Ejército del Aire) in Madrid, while its grand interiors 
were softened by white walls and decorative details inspired by 
popular art.

While d’Ors’s house exemplifies the elitist dwelling, the 
homes of the Sección Femenina, both institutional and private, 
constitute the model for a middle-class home that was to spread 
in the postwar period. After some fits and starts, the postwar ar-
chitects came to prefer the model of the popular home—based on 
craft manufactures, and apparently earnest—over the theatrical 
grandiloquence of the manor house. Even so, the model was put 
into practice in the postwar period by two central institutions of 
early Francoism, the Dirección General de Regiones Devastadas 
y Reparaciones (Directorate-General for Devastated Regions and 
Repairs) and later the Instituto Nacional de Colonización (National 
Institute for Settlement), in housing for the lower classes.

The regime thus opposed the corrosive nature of avant-garde 
art with the “healthy art” (arte-sano) of craft manufactures, which 
were given a great boost in the early postwar years on the presup-
position that the home had to be a place for living and working as 
the nucleus of an organic society. Craft markets and fairs were cre-
ated—markets in Madrid and Málaga, and the 1939 Na tional Craft 
Exhibition in Santander—for the display of products, many of them 
promoted or made under the auspices of the Sección Femenina. 
Although the idea of handicrafts as an economic stimulus for rural 
areas was soon abandoned, the craft market that opened in Madrid 
in 1941, which included pieces designed by architects and artists 
like Luis M. Feduchi and Serny, was influential in later years, be-
coming the seed for the first design initiatives of the 1950s, when 
proposals aimed at and associated with the diffusion of a similar 
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Delhy Tejero, a painter with links to the Academia de San 
Fernando and the Residencia de Señoritas, the first official cen-
ter of university education for women, who had spent the war 
studying mural painting in Italy and living in Paris with ex-
iled Surrealists like Remedios Varo, her former companion at 
San Fernando, also painted murals for children’s dining rooms, 
churches, and other public buildings, some of them linked to the 
Falange. As one of the most renowned of the women painters 
who had remained in Spain, she could no doubt have worked 
more, and Pilar Primo de Rivera even thought of her for the dec-
oration of the castle of La Mota. Yet her desire to remain aloof 
from politics and her disenchantment with the change in artistic 
orientation after the war kept her from the prominent role for 
which she seemed predestined. In her diaries she writes about 
her ambivalence between her artistic ambition and her difficul-
ties in adapting to the regime, which caused her to experience 
a painful bipolarity. The diaries also reveal the drifting of her 
spirituality, from her interest in Surrealism to her involvement 
with reformist Catholic groups and her Parisian experience with 
theosophy, which persuaded her to destroy her Surrealist work 
of the 1930s.18

With these artists, together with Julia Minguillón and 
Marisa Roësset, two women who had reached a certain promi-
nence, a new model of women’s painting was born, voluntarily 
feminine in the sense of wanting to be very different from the 
grandiosity of painters like the aforementioned Sert or Ignacio 
Zuloaga, another favorite painter of the new regime. Character-
ized by a bright color range, gentle lines, and intimate scenes, 
it is work that is both understudied and underappreciated, as it 
does not fit neatly into the genealogy established by traditional 
art histories centered on the origins of formalist painting, that 
“veta brava”—“brave vein” or impetuous style—representing 

18 Delhy Tejero, Los cuadernines (1936–1968), ed. María Dolores Vila Tejero 
and Tomás Sánchez Santiago (Zamora: Diputación de Zamora, 2004).  
I am grateful to María Dolores Vila and Javier Vila, the niece and nephew 
of Delhy Tejero, for the information they kindly provided on the artist.
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the polar opposite of the painting realized by women.19 Most of 
those women were obliged to work in private with the exception 
of the period immediately after the war, when a privileged space 
seemed to be cleared for specifically feminine art. Not only was 
it then that a first-class medal was awarded for the first time to a 
woman at the National Fine Arts Exhibition (Julia Minguillón, 
for her Escuela de Doloriñas [School of Doloriñas] in 1943), but 
several women, among them Rosario de Velasco and Mercedes 
Llimona, also had key roles in the team that set up the aforemen-
tioned Exhibition of Sacred Art in Vitoria.20 The fact that d’Ors 
placed a small female portrait (probably by Rosario de Velasco) in 
his study alongside the imposing angel by Frederic Marès shows 
that the philosopher already foresaw a dissociation between a 
masculine and monumental religious art and another of a more 
intimate and feminine nature.

Empty Ghosts

Although the application of the word casa associated with the 
family home was extended to institutions (from the Casa Sindical, 
for the National-Syndicalist headquarters, to la casa de Dios, for a 
church), the home never ceased to be a place where the sinister 
shadow of unrest lurked beneath a protective appearance. The 
“cheerful and sunny home” is conspicuous by its absence from 
literature, yet the home is frequently used as a metaphor for death, 

19 Only the work of Tejero has been the subject of numerous studies, in spite 
of which it remains opaque. Among recent studies devoted to evaluating 
the emergence of a new sensibility linked to a specific form of religiosity 
and the existence of a network of relations among women, special men-
tion should go to Nuria Capdevila-Argüelles, who proposes a new con-
cept of authorship reaching out to areas rarely visited by historiography 
in her book Artistas y precursoras. Un siglo de autoras Roësset (1882–1995) 
(Madrid: horas y Horas, 2013).

20 The material published for the exhibition included a poster by Pere 
Pruna, postcards, a catalogue, and a volume that emphasized the part 
played by women in organizing and setting up the exhibition: 12 artículos 
sobre la Exposición Internacional de Arte Sacro (Vitoria: Imprenta Hijo de 
Iturbe, 1939).
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which during the war had reached “As far as the last refuge: the 
inviolate air, / From which malevolent birds rained death / on 
the guilty, huddled, defenseless congregation,” as Luis Cernuda 
wrote in “Otras ruinas” (Other Ruins).21 Or José María Valverde, 
in “Elegía de mi niñez” (Elegy of my Childhood, 1945): “And 
the fears, afterward… / Anything could be there in the dark of the 
room / At the end of the passage / there throbbed all the black  
in this world, / all the enemy forces, / all the negations.”22 In “Hijos 
de los campos” (Sons of the Fields, 1944), Vicente Aleixandre 
speaks in his turn of “empty ghosts of dead rooms.” Stone is 
confused with flesh, and the houses look like living beings tor-
tured by grief after the war, like their inhabitants. That ability 
of poetry to reflect a traumatic collective experience and to do 
so empathetically, in the first person, was one lacking in post-
war Spanish painting, with rare exceptions like Antoni Tàpies.

But the “empty ghosts” float through painting all the same, 
even if set at a distance. We find them in the faceless figures 
drawn by José Caballero during the war, wandering among ruins 
with angels flying overhead. When the war was over, Caballero’s 
painting continued to be peopled with ghosts. The surrealism of 
his first drawings gives way to painting more metaphysical in 
character, a move made by many other artists at that time. This is 
primarily the result of Surrealism having been accused of corro-
sive degeneracy in articles by such influential figures as Giménez 
Caballero, Pedro Laín Entralgo, and Thomas Craven for impor-
tant publications such as Arriba España, Vértice, and Signal,23 but 
also because its roots in Dalí also began to be criticized in artistic 

21 “Hasta el refugio último: el aire inviolado, / De donde aves maléficas 
precipitaron muerte/ sobre la grey culpable, hacinada, indefensa.”

22 “Y los miedos, después… / Todo podía ser en el oscuro del cuarto / Al 
fondo del pasillo / latía todo el negro de este mundo, / todas las fuerzas 
enemigas, / todas las negaciones.”

23 Ernesto Giménez Caballero, “El arte y la guerra,” La voz de España (San 
Sebastián), May 19, 1938, 12; Pedro Laín Entralgo, “Un médico ante la 
pintura,” Vértice, no. 33, May 1938; and Thomas Craven, “El decadentismo 
de nuestros museos,” Signal, no. 8, April 1942, n.p.
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circles. Moreover, Metaphysical painting embraced classicism, 
privileged by theorists of the time like Eugenio d’Ors.

It is not coincidental that the first issue of the “Art Supple-
ment” of the Falangist magazine Escorial in 1942 should have in-
cluded an article by Giorgio de Chirico,

24
 one of whose works was 

also reproduced in the article by Laín referred to above. Meta-
physical painting had emerged during World War I, and the image 
of deep perspectives, empty streets, and classical sculptures with 
an animated appearance, like those seen in works by de Chirico 
such as Ariadne and The Disquieting Muses, once more offered an 

24
 “Suplemento de Arte,” Escorial. Revista de Cultura y Letras, Delegación 
Nacional de Prensa y Propaganda de la Falange, Madrid, no. 1, Fall 1942.
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which during the war had reached “As far as the last refuge: the 
inviolate air, / From which malevolent birds rained death / on 
the guilty, huddled, defenseless congregation,” as Luis Cernuda 
wrote in “Otras ruinas” (Other Ruins).

21
 Or José María Valverde, 

in “Elegía de mi niñez” (Elegy of my Childhood, 1945): “And 
the fears, afterward… / Anything could be there in the dark of the 
room / At the end of the passage / there throbbed all the black  
in this world, / all the enemy forces, / all the negations.”

22
 In “Hijos 

de los campos” (Sons of the Fields, 1944), Vicente Aleixandre 
speaks in his turn of “empty ghosts of dead rooms.” Stone is 
confused with flesh, and the houses look like living beings tor-
tured by grief after the war, like their inhabitants. That ability 
of poetry to reflect a traumatic collective experience and to do 
so empathetically, in the first person, was one lacking in post-
war Spanish painting, with rare exceptions like Antoni Tàpies.

But the “empty ghosts” float through painting all the same, 
even if set at a distance. We find them in the faceless figures 
drawn by José Caballero during the war, wandering among ruins 
with angels flying overhead. When the war was over, Caballero’s 
painting continued to be peopled with ghosts. The surrealism of 
his first drawings gives way to painting more metaphysical in 
character, a move made by many other artists at that time. This is 
primarily the result of Surrealism having been accused of corro-
sive degeneracy in articles by such influential figures as Giménez 
Caballero, Pedro Laín Entralgo, and Thomas Craven for impor-
tant publications such as Arriba España, Vértice, and Signal,

23
 but 

also because its roots in Dalí also began to be criticized in artistic 

21
 “Hasta el refugio último: el aire inviolado, / De donde aves maléficas 
precipitaron muerte/ sobre la grey culpable, hacinada, indefensa.”

22
 “Y los miedos, después… / Todo podía ser en el oscuro del cuarto / Al 
fondo del pasillo / latía todo el negro de este mundo, / todas las fuerzas 
enemigas, / todas las negaciones.”

23
 Ernesto Giménez Caballero, “El arte y la guerra,” La voz de España (San 
Sebastián), May 19, 1938, 12; Pedro Laín Entralgo, “Un médico ante la 
pintura,” Vértice, no. 33, May 1938; and Thomas Craven, “El decadentismo 
de nuestros museos,” Signal, no. 8, April 1942, n.p.
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circles. Moreover, Metaphysical painting embraced classicism, 
privileged by theorists of the time like Eugenio d’Ors.

It is not coincidental that the first issue of the “Art Supple-
ment” of the Falangist magazine Escorial in 1942 should have in-
cluded an article by Giorgio de Chirico,24 one of whose works was 
also reproduced in the article by Laín referred to above. Meta-
physical painting had emerged during World War I, and the image 
of deep perspectives, empty streets, and classical sculptures with 
an animated appearance, like those seen in works by de Chirico 
such as Ariadne and The Disquieting Muses, once more offered an 

24 “Suplemento de Arte,” Escorial. Revista de Cultura y Letras, Delegación 
Nacional de Prensa y Propaganda de la Falange, Madrid, no. 1, Fall 1942.
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the polar opposite of the painting realized by women.
19

 Most of 
those women were obliged to work in private with the exception 
of the period immediately after the war, when a privileged space 
seemed to be cleared for specifically feminine art. Not only was 
it then that a first-class medal was awarded for the first time to a 
woman at the National Fine Arts Exhibition (Julia Minguillón, 
for her Escuela de Doloriñas [School of Doloriñas] in 1943), but 
several women, among them Rosario de Velasco and Mercedes 
Llimona, also had key roles in the team that set up the aforemen-
tioned Exhibition of Sacred Art in Vitoria.

20
 The fact that d’Ors 

placed a small female portrait (probably by Rosario de Velasco) in 
his study alongside the imposing angel by Frederic Marès shows 
that the philosopher already foresaw a dissociation between a 
masculine and monumental religious art and another of a more 
intimate and feminine nature.

Empty Ghosts

Although the application of the word casa associated with the 
family home was extended to institutions (from the Casa Sindical, 
for the National-Syndicalist headquarters, to la casa de Dios, for a 
church), the home never ceased to be a place where the sinister 
shadow of unrest lurked beneath a protective appearance. The 
“cheerful and sunny home” is conspicuous by its absence from 
literature, yet the home is frequently used as a metaphor for death, 

19
 Only the work of Tejero has been the subject of numerous studies, in spite 
of which it remains opaque. Among recent studies devoted to evaluating 
the emergence of a new sensibility linked to a specific form of religiosity 
and the existence of a network of relations among women, special men-
tion should go to Nuria Capdevila-Argüelles, who proposes a new con-
cept of authorship reaching out to areas rarely visited by historiography 
in her book Artistas y precursoras. Un siglo de autoras Roësset (1882–1995) 
(Madrid: horas y Horas, 2013).

20
 The material published for the exhibition included a poster by Pere 
Pruna, postcards, a catalogue, and a volume that emphasized the part 
played by women in organizing and setting up the exhibition: 12 artículos 
sobre la Exposición Internacional de Arte Sacro (Vitoria: Imprenta Hijo de 
Iturbe, 1939).
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ideal model in the Civil War. It was, for instance, a way to portray 
the absent, the dead, the exiled, and even those who, as Cernuda 
said, lived “without being alive.” There is some of this in Pancho 
Cossío’s images for the Falangists who had died in the war, whom 
he portrays as energetic yet at the same time static figures veiled 
by a layer of whitish paint with a few salient points, the shining 
stars so beloved of Falangist poetry, or a kind of chrysalis that 
locates them in a symbolically inaccessible place. It is also found 
in Luis Castellanos’s Los atletas (The Athletes, ca. 1940). Drawn 
precisely but without detail, with harmonious proportions and a 
halo of clouds that evokes a sacred aura, these athletes recall a line 
of verse by the poet and sportsman Jean Giraudoux: “Our million 
and a half war dead parade in our mind in the form of athletes.”25 
Especially reminiscent of de Chirico and his classical sculptures, 
however, are the recumbent figures that appear in the foreground 
of numerous works by Benjamín Palencia and Zabaleta. The im-
ages that are closest to the Metaphysical world of mannequins 
and statues are those of Juan Antonio Morales and José Caballero. 
Caballero went to Italy and visited Carlo Carrá and Gino Severini, 
and a recurrent motif of his pictures is the faceless figure, either 
featureless or hidden behind hair, sometimes located in a nar-
row space rather like the stage sets that appear in works by both 
Dalí and de Chirico, reduced to three walls with no ceiling.

Zabaleta likewise painted numerous views of museums 
featuring classical figures, but he owed his initial fame to his 
drawings inspired by the collages of Max Ernst, which were 
exhibited at the Museo de Arte Moderno in Madrid in 1935 and 
had a great influence in Spain both before and after the war. The 
great driving force of the collage at that time was Alfonso Buñuel 
along with the gallery of Tomás Seral in Zaragoza, a funda-
mental locus for the survival of Surrealism after the war.26 The 

25 Giraudoux’s book Le Sport. Notes et maximes (Paris: Hachette, 1928) was 
published in Spain by Epesa in 1946 under the title of Plenitud. Estudio-
preliminar a las máximas sobre “el deporte” de Jean Giraudoux, with a long 
prologue by Lilí Álvarez.

26 Tomás Seral y Casas. Un galerista en la posguerra, ed. Chus Tudelilla and 
José-Carlos E. Mainer, exh. cat. Centro Conde Duque, Madrid (Zaragoza: 
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photographs of Mujeres de la Falange featuring women theatrically 
engaging in farm labor are a good example. So too are the im-
ages of the women in another of the Sección Femenina’s large 
centers, the farm school that opened in Aranjuez in 1942, where 
courses were given to the Falange’s rural instructors. Located 
once more in a place linked to the monarchy, the Escorial-type 
architecture of the school was the work of Luis Gutiérrez Soto, 
the architect who designed the Air Ministry (today the Cuartel 
General del Ejército del Aire) in Madrid, while its grand interiors 
were softened by white walls and decorative details inspired by 
popular art.

While d’Ors’s house exemplifies the elitist dwelling, the 
homes of the Sección Femenina, both institutional and private, 
constitute the model for a middle-class home that was to spread 
in the postwar period. After some fits and starts, the postwar ar-
chitects came to prefer the model of the popular home—based on 
craft manufactures, and apparently earnest—over the theatrical 
grandiloquence of the manor house. Even so, the model was put 
into practice in the postwar period by two central institutions of 
early Francoism, the Dirección General de Regiones Devastadas 
y Reparaciones (Directorate-General for Devastated Regions and 
Repairs) and later the Instituto Nacional de Colonización (National 
Institute for Settlement), in housing for the lower classes.

The regime thus opposed the corrosive nature of avant-garde 
art with the “healthy art” (arte-sano) of craft manufactures, which 
were given a great boost in the early postwar years on the presup-
position that the home had to be a place for living and working as 
the nucleus of an organic society. Craft markets and fairs were cre-
ated—markets in Madrid and Málaga, and the 1939 Na tional Craft 
Exhibition in Santander—for the display of products, many of them 
promoted or made under the auspices of the Sección Femenina. 
Although the idea of handicrafts as an economic stimulus for rural 
areas was soon abandoned, the craft market that opened in Madrid 
in 1941, which included pieces designed by architects and artists 
like Luis M. Feduchi and Serny, was influential in later years, be-
coming the seed for the first design initiatives of the 1950s, when 
proposals aimed at and associated with the diffusion of a similar 
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Delhy Tejero, a painter with links to the Academia de San 
Fernando and the Residencia de Señoritas, the first official cen-
ter of university education for women, who had spent the war 
studying mural painting in Italy and living in Paris with ex-
iled Surrealists like Remedios Varo, her former companion at 
San Fernando, also painted murals for children’s dining rooms, 
churches, and other public buildings, some of them linked to the 
Falange. As one of the most renowned of the women painters 
who had remained in Spain, she could no doubt have worked 
more, and Pilar Primo de Rivera even thought of her for the dec-
oration of the castle of La Mota. Yet her desire to remain aloof 
from politics and her disenchantment with the change in artistic 
orientation after the war kept her from the prominent role for 
which she seemed predestined. In her diaries she writes about 
her ambivalence between her artistic ambition and her difficul-
ties in adapting to the regime, which caused her to experience 
a painful bipolarity. The diaries also reveal the drifting of her 
spirituality, from her interest in Surrealism to her involvement 
with reformist Catholic groups and her Parisian experience with 
theosophy, which persuaded her to destroy her Surrealist work 
of the 1930s.

18

With these artists, together with Julia Minguillón and 
Marisa Roësset, two women who had reached a certain promi-
nence, a new model of women’s painting was born, voluntarily 
feminine in the sense of wanting to be very different from the 
grandiosity of painters like the aforementioned Sert or Ignacio 
Zuloaga, another favorite painter of the new regime. Character-
ized by a bright color range, gentle lines, and intimate scenes, 
it is work that is both understudied and underappreciated, as it 
does not fit neatly into the genealogy established by traditional 
art histories centered on the origins of formalist painting, that 
“veta brava”—“brave vein” or impetuous style—representing 

18
 Delhy Tejero, Los cuadernines (1936–1968), ed. María Dolores Vila Tejero 
and Tomás Sánchez Santiago (Zamora: Diputación de Zamora, 2004).  
I am grateful to María Dolores Vila and Javier Vila, the niece and nephew 
of Delhy Tejero, for the information they kindly provided on the artist.
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Ortiz Echagüe’s photographs, however, are also the sign 
of the survival of an aristocratic concept of heritage. This is not 
just a question of its ownership but also of the ability to interpret 
it and bring it up to date. The idea is well illustrated by Dalí’s 
Retrato del embajador Cárdenas (Portrait of Ambassador Cárdenas) 
of 1943, in which the sitter’s figure is surrounded by three ma-
jor landmarks of Spanish culture: Don Quixote, Velázquez, and 
El Escorial. At the origin of the interest in the extinct cultural 
heritage, triggered by the destruction of the war, lay the ini-
tiative of certain aristocrats who had promoted the restoration 
of historic buildings or the recovery of period costumes since 
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practice in collage of extracting images from old publications and 
manipulating them to give a mysterious new meaning Zabaleta 
accomplished through drawing, introducing references to the 
war, apocalyptic monsters, visions of Parisian churches in ruins, 
and nineteenth-century figures strolling tranquilly through this 
mess. Those drawings interested Eugenio d’Ors, who published 
an article on them, stressing the artist’s popular yet cultured 
roots.27 From then on, the painter from Quesada (Jaén) was one 

Diputación de Aragón, 1998). Seral’s bookshop and gallery, Clan, was the 
staunchest defender of Surrealism after the war. It refused to collaborate 
with official initiatives (including the International Congress of Abstract 
Art held in Santander in 1953), and it was quick to present and publish 
the work of Surrealists in exile like Maruja Mallo.

27 Eugenio d’Ors, “Sueños en Quesada. A propósito de una colección de 
dibujos de Rafael Zabaleta,” Arriba, April 12, 1944.
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kind of “good taste” tried to combine modernism with popular 
craft tradition. The fact that many of the stalls were associated 
with home decor stores influenced the rise from the early 1950s 
on of a type of decoration that associated contemporary art, a 
nascent type of modern furniture based on popular models, and 
decorative handicrafts. The success of this pattern was reflected 
in the grand prizes won by Spain at the Triennale of Milan for 
decorative arts in 1951, 1954, and 1957, which were the first pres-
tigious international awards received by Franco’s regime. The 
model also found room for development in the camp aesthetic, 
which made the home a privileged space for creativity.

16

The Disquieting Muses

There was, of course, a style of art designated to decorate these 
interiors, and Josep Maria Sert was one of the most influential 
models when it came to official buildings, both because he was 

16
 I do not know of any research on this subject, but works like the mem-
oirs of Francisco Nieva allow us to glimpse to what point the domestic 
space was elaborated as a creative environment by artists such as him-
self. The home was the preferred social environment for fringe aesthetics, 
such as camp or women’s art.
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a muralist (although he worked on canvas) and because of his 
grandiloquent style. Ernesto Giménez Caballero had already de-
clared in his book Arte y estado (1935)—an aesthetic blueprint for 
a Fascist state—that the fine arts were a residue of the past. Art 
had to be applied fundamentally to propaganda, embedding it 
within architecture, cinema, and theater. Artists had the oppor-
tunity to collaborate in the creation of murals, and in them we 
see how alongside Sert’s model, followed by artists like Sáenz 
de Tejada and Ramón Stolz Viciano, there appeared another 
model in the context of the Sección Femenina. More novel in ap-
proach, it allowed the development of a women’s painting that 
had had its origins in prewar art, when some women who re-
mained in Spain and others who went into exile—Maruja Mallo 
and Remedios Varo among them—had earned not only a cer-
tain prestige but also a certain degree of influence. Rosario de 
Velasco was one of them. From her position in the Falange’s De-
partment of Propaganda and the Sección Femenina, she painted 
an Assumption for the chapel of the farm school in Aranjuez, she 
contributed to the 1938 Exhibition of Sacred Art in Vitoria, and 
she painted a Virgin for a residence hall of Madrid’s Universidad 
Complutense. Having done the illustrations before the war for 
books by María Teresa León, a communist living in exile, after 
the war she illustrated Princesas del martirio, a book by one of the 
principal Falangist authoresses, Concha Espina, which revealed 
how the war broke up creative relationships going back to the 
late 1920s that had only just begun to bear fruit. Her Assump-
tion represents a new type of painting that faithfully follows the 
model of the classical Virgin where modesty is concerned but 
that admits the appearance and physicality of a modern woman. 
Indeed, the flowing hair is not one of the hairstyles listed as 
desirable by the Sección Femenina.

17

17 
Mónica Carabias Álvaro includes some of these traditionally inspired 
hairstyles in Imágenes de una metáfora circunstancial. La mujer falangista 
como mujer moderna (Y. Revista para la mujer, 1938–1940) (Madrid: Uni-
versidad Complutense, Servicio de Publicaciones, 2006); and in Mujeres 
modernas de Falange, 1938–1940: Y, revista para la mujer (Córdoba: Fun-
dación Provincial de Artes Plásticas “Rafael Botí,” 2010), 370. 
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of the writer’s preferred artists, frequently exhibiting him at his 
Salón de los Once and once even in his own home.

Along with his drawings, it is his interiors that seem closest 
to Metaphysical painting. In them he takes up the subject of the 
interior with balcony that had been developed by Cubism, but 
here, unlike the pictures of Juan Gris or Pablo Picasso, the ex-
terior remains in the background, or is even replaced by a land-
scape painting, a common feature in other works of the postwar 
period. One self-portrait by the artist uses an ambiguous image 
to show him inside his home. In the background, what should be 
a window looking onto the exterior is in fact a seascape. In front 
of it is a mirror where the artist is reflected, his face blurred. 
On a table stands an object that Zabaleta painted in numerous 
still lifes, a vase in the form of a hand holding the vessel itself.28 
Although the artist’s best known and most influential works 
were his portraits of peasants, influenced by Picasso and insert-
ed into geometricized compositions, his interiors are ambiguous 
and enigmatic spaces that reveal how his interest in Surrealism 
had never really died out.

This confusion between the animate and the inanimate, 
between the real and the fictitious, had already played an impor-
tant role in prewar art linked to Magic Realism, to the work of 
José Gutiérrez Solana, and to Ramón Gómez de la Serna, whose 
studio, which he called his torreón, or turret, contained a motley 
collection that included a wax doll, a screen covered with figures 
cut out from the press or from art books, and a picture bought 
in Madrid’s flea market showing the figure of a woman, half 
her body living flesh and the other half a skeleton. It reappeared 
in the work of many painters after the war, one of them being 
Urbano Lugrís. His imaginative world, close to that of his writer 
friend Álvaro Cunqueiro, seems to enclose itself in cluttered in-
teriors where what should be a window is presented like a boat-
filled marina. The numerous objects offer the chance of a voyage 

28 The title of the picture, dated 1945, is Objetos en un interior (Objects in 
an Interior). On Zabaleta, see María Guzmán Pérez, La pintura de Rafael 
Zabaleta (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 1983).
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the “Red hordes.” In his book Viacrucis del señor en las tierras 
de España,12 Manuel García Viñolas introduces religious images 
of figures that look like wounded people or savagely mutilated 
dolls. They are a symbol of what is missing in the pictures of 
ruins: the suffering of those who inhabited them, an idea under-
lined by the fact that the statues are shown frontally, not from 
the low angle habitual with religious images. 

12 Manuel Augusto, Viacrucis del señor en las tierras de España (Barcelona: 
Editora Nacional, 1939). In 1940, José Luis Sáenz de Heredia, who had 
formerly worked with Luis Buñuel, made a film based on this text.
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around the world without leaving the room, including shells, 
oriental objects, Dutch pipes… and a copy of Thomas Hobbes’s 
Leviathan, the book that takes its name from the mythical sea 
monster that also appears in a “Dream” by Zabaleta.29

These are interiors that renounce communication with the 
street, preferring to connect instead with a more distant place. The 
window is closed, perhaps to “deaden the hatred” of the street, 
as Miguel Hernández put it. The artist Delhy Tejero painted her 
home/studio on several occasions. One picture shows a sofa en-
closed not only by the walls of the apartment, located in Madrid’s 
Palacio de la Prensa, but also by wooden cupboards. Nor is there 
a window at the end of the room; instead, we find a mountain 
landscape. From the real window of her house, Tejero painted 
numerous views of Madrid, preferring distant rooftops and tow-
ers to the everyday life of the nearby streets. Some of her most 
outstanding works are her 1950s self-portraits—those entitled as 
such and also those with figures very similar to her—inserted 
into geometric compositions with their roots in Neoplasticism 
and a symbolist use of color dominating both the figure and the 
background, reduced to a wall.

José María Ucelay’s and Antonio Lamolla’s still lifes and the 
work of Juan Ismael, Alberto Duce, Carlos Chevilly, and many 
others also allow us to trace that absence of any relationship 
with real life and the search for other imaginary landscapes or 
mysterious interiors, a suspended world and time reached by 
perspectives that stretch out to the infinite while incongruous 
objects are mingled in the foreground. We also find those closed 
rooms, those cryptic self-portraits, in the work of exiled artists 
like Remedios Varo, who shuts her figures up in narrow rooms, 
or Maruja Mallo, whose Naturalezas vivas of the mid-1940s—still 
lifes made with shells and other marine organisms—seem to hide 
female portraits and that at the same time are markedly sexual-
ized. Those pictures by Mallo can be read in parallel with the 

29 Habitación del viejo marinero (The Old Sailor’s Room), 1946. On Lugrís, 
see Antón Patiño, Urbano Lugrís. Viaje al corazón del océano (Vigo: Edito-
rial Nigratrea, 2008).
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only four such films. The exaggerated postures, costumes, and 
sets take on a self-reflexive quality that tips into the camp, al-
lowing pleasures that undercut the patriotic message. Only the 
first of these films—Locura de amor (1948)—was a box-office hit, 
merging as it did the genre of the epic with that of melodrama. 
Orduña’s film compares favorably with Vicente Aranda’s 2001 
remake, Juana la Loca, which omits the political context stressed 
in the 1948 film: that of the scheming to deprive Juana of the 
crown by her father, Fernando el Católico, and her husband, the 
first Habsburg King of Castile, Felipe I. The negative depiction 
of Fernando is surprising, given the mythification of the Reyes 
Católicos by the Franco regime. The negative depiction of the 
Habsburgs—including the Emperor Carlos V, Juana’s son, who 
tells the story in retrospect—is consistent in these epics, which 
portray them as foreign usurpers. The same anti-Habsburg mes-
sage allows the third of these historical epics, La Leona de Castilla 
(1951) to exalt the sixteenth-century Comuneros’ revolt against 
Carlos V, curiously coinciding with progressive historians’ de-
piction of the Comuneros as champions of democracy. 

Curiously also given the regime’s misogyny, these Cifesa 
epics—apart from the insipid Alba de América on Columbus’s dis-
covery of the New World—are female-centered, contrasting with 
Hollywood epics, which almost always have a male protagonist. 
The attempt to produce big-budget spectacles sup poses that the 
female stars will show off a succession of opulent costumes, 
stressed in the films’ publicity. The mise-en-scène has a paint-
erly quality, not only because of the studio sets and use of painted 
backcloths, but also because it was standard, in Spain as else-
where, for costume designers of historical films to consult paint-
ings of the period. The set designer for Locura de amor, Manuel 
Comba, was son of the court painter of Alfonso XII and Alfonso 
III, and married to the granddaughter of the nineteenth-century 
historical painter Eduardo Rosales, whose 1864 painting of 
Isabel la Católica on her deathbed is recreated in the film, as 
is the stunning 1877 painting of Juana la Loca by Francisco 
Pradilla (both paintings are in the Museo del Prado). Agustina 
de Aragon (1951) also recreated the scene of its heroine firing a 
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very close to de Chirico’s and, incidentally, with a loudspeaker 
apparently fitted in their brain (like the “molder of brains”), into 
display dummies for wigs.

The cartoonists of La Codorniz were given a show in 1948 at 
the Galería Clan. The exhibition was hailed by José Luis Fernán-
dez del Amo as a breath of fresh air for a period of crisis, “a formi-
dable therapy against the farce of the weeping women mourning 
for the death of what had to be overcome.”

36
 In the magazine, 

the heir to the work in Gutiérrez of the humorists of ’27—like 
Mihura, Tono, Enrique Jardiel Poncela, Neville, and Herreros— 
a leading role is given to all those living mannequins and dismem-
bered statues we find in the propaganda and art of the 1940s. The 
debt to Surrealism is especially evident in the work of Enrique 
Herreros, with his agile manipulation of contemporary advertis-
ing magazines like Arts et métiers graphiques. Indeed, his covers 
and illustrations were the best antidote to the sadness of the mo-
ment and the dictatorial “molding of brains.” Using the resources 

36
 José Luis Fernández del Amo, “Una exposición de ‘La Codorniz,’” Alférez 
(Madrid) 2, no. 17 (June 1948): 2, available online at www.filosofia.org/
hem/194/alf/ez1702b.htm (accessed November 8, 2016).
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 The capitalist nature of the film industry helps to ex-
plain why cinema was the cultural field that lost the fewest 
workers to exile. While this could be taken to mean that film 
workers supported, or at least acquiesced to, the Franco re-
gime, it also means that many of them had started their careers 
under the Spanish Republic and were trained in generic mod-
els attuned to the Republic’s national-popular cultural proj-
ect—in the sense of Gramsci’s concept of the national-popular 
as giving a voice to the people. The production company most 
associated with the Franco Regime, Cifesa, had been founded 
under the Republic in 1932. Postwar cinema—together with 
other popular cultural forms like musical revues and spectator 
sports—allowed a cultural continuity with the Republic that 
was broken in high culture, thanks to the exile of so many 
intellectuals. Film workers were not intellectuals but lovers 
of entertainment and fun. While fun was not on the Franco 
regime’s cultural agenda, entertainment was; indeed, Nazi 
and Italian Fascist cinema was also based on the premise that 
indoctrination worked best through subliminal influence via 
entertainment.

This is illustrated by the coproductions filmed by Spanish 
directors at the UFA studios in Nazi Berlin and at Cinecittà in 
Fascist Rome between 1938 and 1940, as a result of agreements 
made during the war when the Nationalists did not have access 
to the major Spanish film studios in Republican-held Madrid 
and Barcelona. Apart from the propaganda compilation film 
España heroica (Joaquín Reig, 1938) and the propaganda feature 
Frente de Madrid (Edgar Neville, 1939, censored by the Franco 
dictatorship for ending with the dying embrace of a National-
ist and Republican soldier), the full-length films shot in Berlin 
by veteran directors Benito Perojo and Florián Rey were folk-
loric musicals with the major stars of Republican cinema (the 
singers Imperio Argentina and Estrellita Castro, the comedian 
Miguel Ligero). The Nazis were interested in Spanish folkloric 
musicals as a way of breaking into the lucrative Latin American 
film market, where such films were popular. In Rome, Perojo, 
in addition to a folkloric comedy, directed Los hijos de la noche 
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female faces she painted in the 1940s, mysterious portraits where 
different racial and sexual features are confused, and idealized 
like the portraits of athletes by Castellanos, her former compan-
ion in the Vallecas School.

We also find the Metaphysical world of spaces and am-
biguous figures in the architecture of the late 1940s. It had al-
ready appeared at the end of the war, camouflaged as classicism, 
in the work of architects like Francisco de Asís Cabrero, Luis 
Moya, and Rafael Aburto,30 and it emerged again, for example, 
with Miguel Fisac, who acknowledged his interest in Fascist, 
metaphysical architecture and Surrealism as opposed to Nazi 
architecture’s monumentality and popular architecture’s flimsi-
ness as a model: “Germany and Russia imposed a classical and 
phantasmagorical architecture rather than a monumental one, 
with a design I found crude and clumsy. Italy presented a differ-
ent panorama. Its dictator, Mussolini, was more cultured, and 
was in favor of the artistic avant-garde, above all Subrealist [sic]. 
And some of its architects, like Moretti, Libera, Albini, Ponti, 
and especially Terragni, frankly interested me.”31 On the façade 
of the Spanish National Research Council’s Instituto Ramón y 
Cajal (1949–56), rows of irregular ribbon windows run along the 
curved wall, crowned by a balcony situated on the roof—in other 
words, without providing communication between interior and 
exterior—, while a sculpture at the foot represents a man who 
appears to rest against or hold up the same wall.

But the surrealist direction taken by architecture was above 
all due to the collaboration of artists in interior design. The inte-
riors of the Zóbel furrier’s store (1949) had moving mannequins 
by Ferrant. The most surreal space created during those years, 

30 Juan Daniel Fullaondo sees “an illuminist, surrealist, transcendent nu-
ance” in Cabrero. See Arte, arquitectura y todo lo demás (Madrid: Alfaguara, 
1972), 454. The influence of Libera and the architecture of the Fascist 
EUR district in Rome is patent in Cabrero.

31 Miguel Fisac, Una manera de ver la arquitectura, Documentos de arquitec-
tura 10 (Almería: Colegio Oficial de Arquitectos de Andalucía Oriental, 
1989).
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Escuadrilla (Antonio Román, 1941) depict women as a threat to 
military manhood. The same period also produced films ex-
tolling military heroism in the Army of Africa, where General 
Franco had made his career: ¡Harka! (Carlos Arévalo, 1941) and 
¡A mí la Legión! (Orduña, 1942). In these films, the intensity of 
male military comradeship suggests something more than ho-
mosociality (it was an open secret that Orduña was homosexual, 
which did not stop him from becoming the period’s top direc-
tor). The lead in these films, as in Raza, was Alfredo Mayo, who 
specialized in performing fascist masculinity. In this context, 
Arévalo’s Rojo y negro (1942) is an extraordinary celebration of 
female Falangist bravery versus male Communist cowardice, as 
well as a brilliant example of Eisensteinian intellectual mon-
tage (also used effectively in Raza) and experimental set design: 
for example, the depiction of the Republican checa (torture cen-
ter) as a kind of doll’s house in which we see what is going on 
in the various rooms simultaneously. The state film magazine 
Primer Plano praised Eisenstein, despite the regime’s virulent 
anticommunism, as a master of propaganda. 

A second wave of films about the Civil War appeared in 
1947–51, as, in the wake of the 1946 United Nations boycott, the 
regime strove to present a more acceptable face. While these 
films still celebrate the Nationalist “crusade,” the tone is one of 
conciliation—as, for example, in Ruiz-Castillo’s ¡El santuario no 
se rinde! (1949), in which Alfredo Mayo plays a Republican won 
over by Nationalist heroism, with the film narrated—exception-
ally for a war film—by a female voice-over. Serrano de Osma’s 
Rostro al mar (1951)—his earlier experimental films are discussed 
below—has a Republican hero who returns to Spain disillusioned 
with Communism after being betrayed by his fellow exiles in 
Marseille. The message is complicated by the hero’s wife—who 
stayed behind in Spain—abandoning her stolid Nationalist suit-
or to be reunited with her good-looking Republican husband on 
his return. 

This second wave of films about the Civil War coincides 
with the short-lived production of big-budget patriotic histori-
cal epics by Cifesa, directed by Orduña. In fact, Cifesa made 
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(1939): a mix of “white telephone” urban comedy (a genre in 
which Cinecittà specialized) and Hollywood musical romp. 

Not only did many film directors, stars, and genres re-
main the same after the war, but there was considerable slip-
page between the Francoist populist project and the Republican 
national-popular project. Both were attempts to incorporate 
the lower classes into the nation, but for the Franco dictator-
ship that meant seducing them into consent. Both projects thus 
cultivated popular cultural forms to very different ends. This 
is illustrated in extreme form by the two versions made by Rey 
of La aldea maldita. His 1930 silent film (made just before the 
Republic) is a bleak denunciation of rural poverty and a patriar-
chal honor code. His 1942 remake, in addition to its sumptuous 
costumes reminiscent of photographer José Ortiz Echagüe’s fak-
ing of regional dress, turns the heroine into a Mary Magdalene 
figure “redeemed” through suffering. In practice, as we shall 
see, the Republic’s national-popular project carried over into 
the postwar folkloric musical; it should be remembered that the 
genre was invented not by the Franco dictatorship but under 
the Republic. 

While Republican governments showed no interest in pro-
tecting the film industry, the Franco dictatorship subscribed 
to Mussolini’s maxim that “cinema is the strongest weapon,” 
glossed admiringly in the Falangist-influenced film magazine 
Primer Plano, founded in 1940 by the National Film Department. 
That the state should publish a film magazine shows the im-
portance it attached to cinema; the magazine’s covers featured 
American as well as Spanish stars. The 1944 creation of the cat-
egory “In the National Interest” enhanced the simultaneous aim 
of control and financial protection: films awarded this category 
got the maximum number of import and dubbing licenses, plus 
a state subsidy of up to 50 percent of production costs. 

Some postwar film workers had learned their craft in 
Hollywood, thanks to its production in the early 1930s—in 
the hiatus between the advent of sound and the development 
of dubbing technology—of export versions in different lan-
guages. From 1930 to 1935, future director Edgar Neville and 
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de Foxá, Otoño de 3006 (Autumn 3006). It was a long way from 
Madrid, de Corte a checa (1938), his novel on the war years. One of 
the characters in the play has a face that is empty save for a single 
organ, a loudspeaker, as shown in the costume design sketched 
by Víctor Cortezo, and is called “the molder of brains.”

Cartoon Figures

Despite the mechanical and apparently humanized enthusiasm 
of the portraits of the early Francoist leaders, with their micro-
phones or cameras, those mechanical images reappeared fifteen 
years later in that “molder of brains,” revealing themselves as har-
bingers of terror. In the magazine La Codorniz, we find another 
surprising and anachronistic mechanical image: the self-portrait 
by El Lissitzky, in which the brain, eye, hand, and a compass are 
brought together in a photomontage alongside a series of letters, 
XYZ, from which to begin a new narrative that will leave con-
ventions behind.

34
 That is what Postism wanted, and so did La 

Codorniz. The portrait headed an article entitled “Silbador Talí,” 
a jibe at Dalí’s expense that reflected the widespread contempt 
among Spanish modernists, following André Breton, for the art-
ist’s commercialism. However, they frequently drew on him and 
Surrealists in general by parodying their media and images. In 
his Pintura gradivista (Gradivist Painting), for instance, Enrique 
Herreros converts some Metaphysical figures by José Caballero,

35
 

34 
La Codorniz (Madrid and Barcelona), no. 353, August 15, 1948. El Lissitzky’s 
photomontage appeared on the cover of Foto-Auge. Œil et Photo. Photo-Eye, 
one of the first compilations of contemporary photography, published in 
1929 by Lissitzky and Franz Roh, whose Nach Expressionismus: Magis-
cher Realismus: Probleme der neuesten europäischen Malerei, translated into 
Spanish as Realismo mágico, post expresionismo: Problemas de la pintura eu-
ropea más reciente and published in 1927 by Revista de Occidente, proved 
so influential in Spain.

35 
The picture by Caballero referred to here is Las dos hermanas (The Two 
Sisters), 1944. De Chirico’s Ettore e Andromaca, 1917, is a clear reference 
for the figures. In Herreros’s picture, there is also an evocation of the 
masks and skeletons of Solana— El espejo de la muerte (The Mirror of Death), 
1929, or Autorretrato con muñecas (Self-Portrait with Dolls), 1943.
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and decor turn the surface celebration of the “Spanishness” of 
Goya’s early paintings into a Hollywood musical romp, with the 
subversion enhanced by Imperio Argentina’s transvestism as a 
duchess who dresses as a bandit. The sympathetic depiction of 
bandits found in several costume dramas produces inevitable 
ideological friction, particularly given the dictatorship’s use 
of the term bandit to refer to the resistance fighters (maquis) 
operating till 1951. This was picked up in the censors’ report 
on another musical romp, La duquesa de Benamejí (Luis Lucia, 
1949), in which another duchess cross-dresses in class terms 
to join the bandit leader, played by a glamorous, open-shirted 
Jorge Mistral.3 Even the spate of missionary films made in the 
late 1940s and early 1950s, at the height of National-Catholic 
influence after the regime’s post-1945 sidelining of the Falange, 
are subverted by the scanty clothing and oiled torso of the male 
native lead: Mistral again in Misión blanca (Orduña, 1946) and 
La manigua sin Dios (Ruiz-Castillo, 1949). The posters for these 
films foreground the natives, who offered Spanish cinemago-
ers a rare chance to see naked flesh. 

The immediate postwar saw a number of propagandistic 
films about Nationalist heroism in the Civil War, including the 
previously mentioned Raza. Called the cine de cruzada after 
the Church’s denomination as a “crusade” of the Nationalist 
military uprising against the secularizing Republic, these films 
stopped after 1942 as the Allies started to gain the upper hand 
in World War II. (A sanitized version of Raza was issued in 
1950, with fascist symbols and anti-American comments elimi-
nated, and the 1942 original was ordered to be destroyed.4) If 
Raza depicts submissive femininity, the Spanish-Italian copro-
duction Sin novedad en el Alcázar (Augusto Genina, 1940) and 

3 Luis Fernández Colorado, “La duquesa de Benamejí,” in Antología critica 
del cine español, 1906–1995, ed. Julio Pérez Perucha (Madrid: Cátedra / 
Filmoteca Española, 1997), 253. 

4 The differences between the two versions are analyzed by Ferran Alberich, 
who restored the original version after a copy was found in East Berlin. 
See “Raza: Cine y propaganda en la inmediata posguerra,” Archivos de la 
Filmoteca: Revista de estudios históricos sobre la imagen, no. 27 (1997): 50–61.
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however, was Cottet, an optical shop designed by Manuel Jaén 
(1953),32 in which numerous artists took part. Among them were 
Juan Cristóbal, who made an enormous pair of hands holding up 
false ceilings, and Jorge Oteiza, whose counter had a base formed 
by an abstract sculpture with a vaguely bone-like form. The same 
sculptor also made major contributions to the Córdoba Chamber 
of Commerce building (Rafael de la Hoz and José María García 
de Paredes, 1951–54), in which a hollow human form occupies 
the center of the space and sets it in motion, linking up on one 
side with the ascending oval staircase and on the other with the 
counter, also by Oteiza, a long floating form with an organic 
appearance.

32 Manuel Jaen, “Óptica Cottet en Madrid,” Revista Nacional de Arquitectura 
(Madrid), no. 139 (July 1953): 31 –33.
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company Filmófono. Saénz de Heredia would continue to make 
zany comedies after the war as well as writing lyrics for Celia 
Gámez’s musical revues. 

Nor should it be assumed that all postwar film profession-
als had right-wing antecedents. Several of the younger directors 
who established themselves in the 1940s had made wartime 
propaganda films for the Republic, including Arturo Ruiz-
Castillo, Rafael Gil, Carlos Serrano de Osma, and Antonio del 
Amo, who was imprisoned after the war. Aurora Bautista, star 
of the Cifesa historical epic par excellence, Locura de amor (1948), 
was the daughter of a former political prisoner. 

In practice, the form taken by state censorship allowed a 
measure of latitude. Before shooting could start, the production 
company had to submit the screenplay to the censors; the fin-
ished film was then submitted to the censorship office for a final 
verdict. This meant that censors paid most attention to the dia-
logues, which, it has to be admitted, are not the strong point of 
postwar Spanish cinema. That language was the censors’ main 
concern is also shown by the 1941 Defense of the Language Law, 
modeled on Mussolini’s equivalent, which required all foreign 
films to be dubbed into Spanish. While allowing considerable 
latitude for censorship via mistranslation, this legislation back-
fired by making American cinema more accessible to Spanish 
audiences.

But cinema does not just consist of speech; the censors’ 
focus on the script allowed directors to invite alternative read-
ings by other means. Spanish cinema audiences, aware of the 
existence of censorship, were expert decoders of hidden mean-
ing. It is important, when analyzing films of the early Franco 
period, to consider not just what is said but how it is said, as well 
as the actors’ body language and the mise-en-scène, which can 
undercut the surface meaning. A wonderful example is the gusto 
with which Aurora Bautista performs the role of serial adulter-
ess in Pequeñeces (Juan de Orduña, 1950). In Cifesa’s historical 
epics, the monumental set designs, which rarely have windows, 
create a sense of claustrophobia that undermines the glorifica-
tion of the past. In Perojo’s 1942 Goyescas, the glitzy costumes 
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future scriptwriter Antonio de Lara “Tono,” and the dramatists 
Enrique Jardiel Poncela and José López Rubio (both of whom 
would have close links with postwar cinema), spent variable 
lengths of time in Hollywood writing the Spanish dialogues for 
MGM and Fox’s multilinguals. In 1931, Perojo and Rey directed 
Paramount’s Spanish multilinguals at its Joinville studios out-
side Paris, where Neville, Tono, and Jardiel Poncela also wrote 
the Spanish dialogues. The slick Hollywood comedies on which 
these Spanish film professionals worked would leave a mark 
on their brand of humor.1 

The postwar Spanish film industry was also hospitable 
to UFA-trained Central European Jewish cameramen fleeing 
Nazism. Among those who had arrived in Barcelona in 1933 
was Heinrich Gärtner, who by 1935 had become Cifesa’s chief 
cinematographer and would make Nationalist documentaries 
during the war; in the 1940s he would, as Enrique Guerner, 
become Spain’s top art director, training the next generation of 
cameramen responsible for the neorealist opposition cinema 
that emerged in the 1950s.2 Another major 1940s art director, 
Sigfrido (Siegfried) Burmann, who had trained in stage design 
with Max Reinhardt, became Spain’s major avant-garde stage 
designer of the 1920s and 1930s. He would be responsible for 
creating the “look” of Cifesa’s big-budget patriotic historical 
epics that have been seen, together with the folkloric musi-
cal, as the hallmark of early Francoist cinema. Burmann was 
also art director for the notorious 1942 Raza, scripted under 
a pseudonym by General Franco, whose director José Luis 
Saénz de Heredia was not only a cousin of the founder of the 
Spanish fascist party, José Antonio Primo de Rivera, but had 
trained in film direction in the 1930s with Luis Buñuel, mak-
ing witty popular comedies for the pro-Republican production 

1 Stuart Green, From Silver Screen to Spanish Stage: The Humourists of the 
Madrid “Vanguardia” and Hollywood Film (Cardiff: University of Wales 
Press, 2011).

2 Román Gubern, “El ciclo antisemítico del cine español de posguerra,” 
in Cultura audiovisual (escritos 1981–2011) (Madrid: Cátedra, 2013), 
295–301.
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These architectural interventions reveal the strange objects 
artists hid in their “secret room,” such as that Rosa Chacel says 
she nearly had in the Plaza del Progreso: “a closed study, almost 
inaccessible, where I can put my unpresentable things.” Those 
unpresentable things had a sentimental or sensual value for her, 
and included exotic objects like an oriental carpet in which death 
and pleasure were intertwined (a hunting scene and a harem).33 
A secret room is the opposite of what the new regime wanted. 
Instead of the automata desired by Romley or the solidly classical 
peasants that d’Ors admired in Zabaleta, the secret room hides 
figures that escape regulation. A secret room is also what Antonio 
Saura recreated in the exhibition Arte fantástico (Fantastic Art), 
which the painter organized at the Galería Clan in 1953. There 
we find an entire repertoire of artworks and objects arranged 
according to the model of the Surrealist exhibition and its myste-
rious interiors, the opposite of the diaphanous modern interiors 
associated with the white cube that was to predominate in coming 
years as the ideal model for contemporary art. However, the fact 
that the Cottet shop was built the same year demonstrates that 
Surrealism was undeniably present at that time, even though art 
historians have placed much more emphasis on the International 
Congress of Abstract Art held in Santander, also in 1953, as the 
moment when abstract art was consecrated in Spain as the con-
temporary art par excellence.

The phantasmagoria of the beginning of the decade, with 
its mannequins and animated dolls, nonetheless reappear not 
only in art but also, as specters, in theater and film, above all 
after the success of Dalí’s production of Don Juan Tenorio at the 
Teatro María Guerrero (1949). Bewitched characters are seen in 
the telluric cinema of Carlos Serrano de Osma, whether situated 
in the world of flamenco, as in El amor brujo, or in the Wagnerian 
world of Parsifal, a 1951 film on which Serrano de Osma worked 
as an assistant to Daniel Mangrané. Ghosts are seen in films 
like Edgar Neville’s La torre de los siete jorobados (1944). Even 
robots feature in a science fiction play written in 1954 by Agustín 

33 Rosa Chacel, Alcancía. Vuelta (Barcelona: Plaza y Janés, 1994), 222.
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company Filmófono. Saénz de Heredia would continue to make 
zany comedies after the war as well as writing lyrics for Celia 
Gámez’s musical revues. 

Nor should it be assumed that all postwar film profession-
als had right-wing antecedents. Several of the younger directors 
who established themselves in the 1940s had made wartime 
propaganda films for the Republic, including Arturo Ruiz-
Castillo, Rafael Gil, Carlos Serrano de Osma, and Antonio del 
Amo, who was imprisoned after the war. Aurora Bautista, star 
of the Cifesa historical epic par excellence, Locura de amor (1948), 
was the daughter of a former political prisoner. 

In practice, the form taken by state censorship allowed a 
measure of latitude. Before shooting could start, the production 
company had to submit the screenplay to the censors; the fin-
ished film was then submitted to the censorship office for a final 
verdict. This meant that censors paid most attention to the dia-
logues, which, it has to be admitted, are not the strong point of 
postwar Spanish cinema. That language was the censors’ main 
concern is also shown by the 1941 Defense of the Language Law, 
modeled on Mussolini’s equivalent, which required all foreign 
films to be dubbed into Spanish. While allowing considerable 
latitude for censorship via mistranslation, this legislation back-
fired by making American cinema more accessible to Spanish 
audiences.

But cinema does not just consist of speech; the censors’ 
focus on the script allowed directors to invite alternative read-
ings by other means. Spanish cinema audiences, aware of the 
existence of censorship, were expert decoders of hidden mean-
ing. It is important, when analyzing films of the early Franco 
period, to consider not just what is said but how it is said, as well 
as the actors’ body language and the mise-en-scène, which can 
undercut the surface meaning. A wonderful example is the gusto 
with which Aurora Bautista performs the role of serial adulter-
ess in Pequeñeces (Juan de Orduña, 1950). In Cifesa’s historical 
epics, the monumental set designs, which rarely have windows, 
create a sense of claustrophobia that undermines the glorifica-
tion of the past. In Perojo’s 1942 Goyescas, the glitzy costumes 
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(1939): a mix of “white telephone” urban comedy (a genre in 
which Cinecittà specialized) and Hollywood musical romp. 

Not only did many film directors, stars, and genres re-
main the same after the war, but there was considerable slip-
page between the Francoist populist project and the Republican 
national-popular project. Both were attempts to incorporate 
the lower classes into the nation, but for the Franco dictator-
ship that meant seducing them into consent. Both projects thus 
cultivated popular cultural forms to very different ends. This 
is illustrated in extreme form by the two versions made by Rey 
of La aldea maldita. His 1930 silent film (made just before the 
Republic) is a bleak denunciation of rural poverty and a patriar-
chal honor code. His 1942 remake, in addition to its sumptuous 
costumes reminiscent of photographer José Ortiz Echagüe’s fak-
ing of regional dress, turns the heroine into a Mary Magdalene 
figure “redeemed” through suffering. In practice, as we shall 
see, the Republic’s national-popular project carried over into 
the postwar folkloric musical; it should be remembered that the 
genre was invented not by the Franco dictatorship but under 
the Republic. 

While Republican governments showed no interest in pro-
tecting the film industry, the Franco dictatorship subscribed 
to Mussolini’s maxim that “cinema is the strongest weapon,” 
glossed admiringly in the Falangist-influenced film magazine 
Primer Plano, founded in 1940 by the National Film Department. 
That the state should publish a film magazine shows the im-
portance it attached to cinema; the magazine’s covers featured 
American as well as Spanish stars. The 1944 creation of the cat-
egory “In the National Interest” enhanced the simultaneous aim 
of control and financial protection: films awarded this category 
got the maximum number of import and dubbing licenses, plus 
a state subsidy of up to 50 percent of production costs. 

Some postwar film workers had learned their craft in 
Hollywood, thanks to its production in the early 1930s—in 
the hiatus between the advent of sound and the development 
of dubbing technology—of export versions in different lan-
guages. From 1930 to 1935, future director Edgar Neville and 
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de Foxá, Otoño de 3006 (Autumn 3006). It was a long way from 
Madrid, de Corte a checa (1938), his novel on the war years. One of 
the characters in the play has a face that is empty save for a single 
organ, a loudspeaker, as shown in the costume design sketched 
by Víctor Cortezo, and is called “the molder of brains.”

Cartoon Figures

Despite the mechanical and apparently humanized enthusiasm 
of the portraits of the early Francoist leaders, with their micro-
phones or cameras, those mechanical images reappeared fifteen 
years later in that “molder of brains,” revealing themselves as har-
bingers of terror. In the magazine La Codorniz, we find another 
surprising and anachronistic mechanical image: the self-portrait 
by El Lissitzky, in which the brain, eye, hand, and a compass are 
brought together in a photomontage alongside a series of letters, 
XYZ, from which to begin a new narrative that will leave con-
ventions behind.34 That is what Postism wanted, and so did La 
Codorniz. The portrait headed an article entitled “Silbador Talí,” 
a jibe at Dalí’s expense that reflected the widespread contempt 
among Spanish modernists, following André Breton, for the art-
ist’s commercialism. However, they frequently drew on him and 
Surrealists in general by parodying their media and images. In 
his Pintura gradivista (Gradivist Painting), for instance, Enrique 
Herreros converts some Metaphysical figures by José Caballero,35 

34 La Codorniz (Madrid and Barcelona), no. 353, August 15, 1948. El Lissitzky’s 
photomontage appeared on the cover of Foto-Auge. Œil et Photo. Photo-Eye, 
one of the first compilations of contemporary photography, published in 
1929 by Lissitzky and Franz Roh, whose Nach Expressionismus: Magis-
cher Realismus: Probleme der neuesten europäischen Malerei, translated into 
Spanish as Realismo mágico, post expresionismo: Problemas de la pintura eu-
ropea más reciente and published in 1927 by Revista de Occidente, proved 
so influential in Spain.

35 The picture by Caballero referred to here is Las dos hermanas (The Two 
Sisters), 1944. De Chirico’s Ettore e Andromaca, 1917, is a clear reference 
for the figures. In Herreros’s picture, there is also an evocation of the 
masks and skeletons of Solana— El espejo de la muerte (The Mirror of Death), 
1929, or Autorretrato con muñecas (Self-Portrait with Dolls), 1943.
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and decor turn the surface celebration of the “Spanishness” of 
Goya’s early paintings into a Hollywood musical romp, with the 
subversion enhanced by Imperio Argentina’s transvestism as a 
duchess who dresses as a bandit. The sympathetic depiction of 
bandits found in several costume dramas produces inevitable 
ideological friction, particularly given the dictatorship’s use 
of the term bandit to refer to the resistance fighters (maquis) 
operating till 1951. This was picked up in the censors’ report 
on another musical romp, La duquesa de Benamejí (Luis Lucia, 
1949), in which another duchess cross-dresses in class terms 
to join the bandit leader, played by a glamorous, open-shirted 
Jorge Mistral.

3
 Even the spate of missionary films made in the 

late 1940s and early 1950s, at the height of National-Catholic 
influence after the regime’s post-1945 sidelining of the Falange, 
are subverted by the scanty clothing and oiled torso of the male 
native lead: Mistral again in Misión blanca (Orduña, 1946) and 
La manigua sin Dios (Ruiz-Castillo, 1949). The posters for these 
films foreground the natives, who offered Spanish cinemago-
ers a rare chance to see naked flesh. 

The immediate postwar saw a number of propagandistic 
films about Nationalist heroism in the Civil War, including the 
previously mentioned Raza. Called the cine de cruzada after 
the Church’s denomination as a “crusade” of the Nationalist 
military uprising against the secularizing Republic, these films 
stopped after 1942 as the Allies started to gain the upper hand 
in World War II. (A sanitized version of Raza was issued in 
1950, with fascist symbols and anti-American comments elimi-
nated, and the 1942 original was ordered to be destroyed.

4
) If 

Raza depicts submissive femininity, the Spanish-Italian copro-
duction Sin novedad en el Alcázar (Augusto Genina, 1940) and 

3
 Luis Fernández Colorado, “La duquesa de Benamejí,” in Antología critica 
del cine español, 1906–1995, ed. Julio Pérez Perucha (Madrid: Cátedra / 
Filmoteca Española, 1997), 253. 

4 
The differences between the two versions are analyzed by Ferran Alberich, 
who restored the original version after a copy was found in East Berlin. 
See “Raza: Cine y propaganda en la inmediata posguerra,” Archivos de la 
Filmoteca: Revista de estudios históricos sobre la imagen, no. 27 (1997): 50–61.

Jo Labanyi

99

however, was Cottet, an optical shop designed by Manuel Jaén 
(1953),

32
 in which numerous artists took part. Among them were 

Juan Cristóbal, who made an enormous pair of hands holding up 
false ceilings, and Jorge Oteiza, whose counter had a base formed 
by an abstract sculpture with a vaguely bone-like form. The same 
sculptor also made major contributions to the Córdoba Chamber 
of Commerce building (Rafael de la Hoz and José María García 
de Paredes, 1951–54), in which a hollow human form occupies 
the center of the space and sets it in motion, linking up on one 
side with the ascending oval staircase and on the other with the 
counter, also by Oteiza, a long floating form with an organic 
appearance.

32
 Manuel Jaen, “Óptica Cottet en Madrid,” Revista Nacional de Arquitectura 
(Madrid), no. 139 (July 1953): 31 –33.
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very close to de Chirico’s and, incidentally, with a loudspeaker 
apparently fitted in their brain (like the “molder of brains”), into 
display dummies for wigs.

The cartoonists of La Codorniz were given a show in 1948 at 
the Galería Clan. The exhibition was hailed by José Luis Fernán-
dez del Amo as a breath of fresh air for a period of crisis, “a formi-
dable therapy against the farce of the weeping women mourning 
for the death of what had to be overcome.”36 In the magazine, 
the heir to the work in Gutiérrez of the humorists of ’27—like 
Mihura, Tono, Enrique Jardiel Poncela, Neville, and Herreros— 
a leading role is given to all those living mannequins and dismem-
bered statues we find in the propaganda and art of the 1940s. The 
debt to Surrealism is especially evident in the work of Enrique 
Herreros, with his agile manipulation of contemporary advertis-
ing magazines like Arts et métiers graphiques. Indeed, his covers 
and illustrations were the best antidote to the sadness of the mo-
ment and the dictatorial “molding of brains.” Using the resources 

36 José Luis Fernández del Amo, “Una exposición de ‘La Codorniz,’” Alférez 
(Madrid) 2, no. 17 (June 1948): 2, available online at www.filosofia.org/
hem/194/alf/ez1702b.htm (accessed November 8, 2016).
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 The capitalist nature of the film industry helps to ex-
plain why cinema was the cultural field that lost the fewest 
workers to exile. While this could be taken to mean that film 
workers supported, or at least acquiesced to, the Franco re-
gime, it also means that many of them had started their careers 
under the Spanish Republic and were trained in generic mod-
els attuned to the Republic’s national-popular cultural proj-
ect—in the sense of Gramsci’s concept of the national-popular 
as giving a voice to the people. The production company most 
associated with the Franco Regime, Cifesa, had been founded 
under the Republic in 1932. Postwar cinema—together with 
other popular cultural forms like musical revues and spectator 
sports—allowed a cultural continuity with the Republic that 
was broken in high culture, thanks to the exile of so many 
intellectuals. Film workers were not intellectuals but lovers 
of entertainment and fun. While fun was not on the Franco 
regime’s cultural agenda, entertainment was; indeed, Nazi 
and Italian Fascist cinema was also based on the premise that 
indoctrination worked best through subliminal influence via 
entertainment.

This is illustrated by the coproductions filmed by Spanish 
directors at the UFA studios in Nazi Berlin and at Cinecittà in 
Fascist Rome between 1938 and 1940, as a result of agreements 
made during the war when the Nationalists did not have access 
to the major Spanish film studios in Republican-held Madrid 
and Barcelona. Apart from the propaganda compilation film 
España heroica (Joaquín Reig, 1938) and the propaganda feature 
Frente de Madrid (Edgar Neville, 1939, censored by the Franco 
dictatorship for ending with the dying embrace of a National-
ist and Republican soldier), the full-length films shot in Berlin 
by veteran directors Benito Perojo and Florián Rey were folk-
loric musicals with the major stars of Republican cinema (the 
singers Imperio Argentina and Estrellita Castro, the comedian 
Miguel Ligero). The Nazis were interested in Spanish folkloric 
musicals as a way of breaking into the lucrative Latin American 
film market, where such films were popular. In Rome, Perojo, 
in addition to a folkloric comedy, directed Los hijos de la noche 
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female faces she painted in the 1940s, mysterious portraits where 
different racial and sexual features are confused, and idealized 
like the portraits of athletes by Castellanos, her former compan-
ion in the Vallecas School.

We also find the Metaphysical world of spaces and am-
biguous figures in the architecture of the late 1940s. It had al-
ready appeared at the end of the war, camouflaged as classicism, 
in the work of architects like Francisco de Asís Cabrero, Luis 
Moya, and Rafael Aburto,

30
 and it emerged again, for example, 

with Miguel Fisac, who acknowledged his interest in Fascist, 
metaphysical architecture and Surrealism as opposed to Nazi 
architecture’s monumentality and popular architecture’s flimsi-
ness as a model: “Germany and Russia imposed a classical and 
phantasmagorical architecture rather than a monumental one, 
with a design I found crude and clumsy. Italy presented a differ-
ent panorama. Its dictator, Mussolini, was more cultured, and 
was in favor of the artistic avant-garde, above all Subrealist [sic]. 
And some of its architects, like Moretti, Libera, Albini, Ponti, 
and especially Terragni, frankly interested me.”

31
 On the façade 

of the Spanish National Research Council’s Instituto Ramón y 
Cajal (1949–56), rows of irregular ribbon windows run along the 
curved wall, crowned by a balcony situated on the roof—in other 
words, without providing communication between interior and 
exterior—, while a sculpture at the foot represents a man who 
appears to rest against or hold up the same wall.

But the surrealist direction taken by architecture was above 
all due to the collaboration of artists in interior design. The inte-
riors of the Zóbel furrier’s store (1949) had moving mannequins 
by Ferrant. The most surreal space created during those years, 

30
 Juan Daniel Fullaondo sees “an illuminist, surrealist, transcendent nu-
ance” in Cabrero. See Arte, arquitectura y todo lo demás (Madrid: Alfaguara, 
1972), 454. The influence of Libera and the architecture of the Fascist 
EUR district in Rome is patent in Cabrero.

31 
Miguel Fisac, Una manera de ver la arquitectura, Documentos de arquitec-
tura 10 (Almería: Colegio Oficial de Arquitectos de Andalucía Oriental, 
1989).
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Escuadrilla (Antonio Román, 1941) depict women as a threat to 
military manhood. The same period also produced films ex-
tolling military heroism in the Army of Africa, where General 
Franco had made his career: ¡Harka! (Carlos Arévalo, 1941) and 
¡A mí la Legión! (Orduña, 1942). In these films, the intensity of 
male military comradeship suggests something more than ho-
mosociality (it was an open secret that Orduña was homosexual, 
which did not stop him from becoming the period’s top direc-
tor). The lead in these films, as in Raza, was Alfredo Mayo, who 
specialized in performing fascist masculinity. In this context, 
Arévalo’s Rojo y negro (1942) is an extraordinary celebration of 
female Falangist bravery versus male Communist cowardice, as 
well as a brilliant example of Eisensteinian intellectual mon-
tage (also used effectively in Raza) and experimental set design: 
for example, the depiction of the Republican checa (torture cen-
ter) as a kind of doll’s house in which we see what is going on 
in the various rooms simultaneously. The state film magazine 
Primer Plano praised Eisenstein, despite the regime’s virulent 
anticommunism, as a master of propaganda. 

A second wave of films about the Civil War appeared in 
1947–51, as, in the wake of the 1946 United Nations boycott, the 
regime strove to present a more acceptable face. While these 
films still celebrate the Nationalist “crusade,” the tone is one of 
conciliation—as, for example, in Ruiz-Castillo’s ¡El santuario no 
se rinde! (1949), in which Alfredo Mayo plays a Republican won 
over by Nationalist heroism, with the film narrated—exception-
ally for a war film—by a female voice-over. Serrano de Osma’s 
Rostro al mar (1951)—his earlier experimental films are discussed 
below—has a Republican hero who returns to Spain disillusioned 
with Communism after being betrayed by his fellow exiles in 
Marseille. The message is complicated by the hero’s wife—who 
stayed behind in Spain—abandoning her stolid Nationalist suit-
or to be reunited with her good-looking Republican husband on 
his return. 

This second wave of films about the Civil War coincides 
with the short-lived production of big-budget patriotic histori-
cal epics by Cifesa, directed by Orduña. In fact, Cifesa made 
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of Gutiérrez and that of prewar cinema including montage, col-
lage, remontage, and subtitling, the contributors gave reality a 
comic and transgressive turn, revealing hidden secrets even if it 
meant laying false clues (hence their delight at playing with the 
key elements of mystery movies). In no other publication of the 
period do we find the constant criticism of the black market and 
administrative arbitrariness as witnessed in Álvaro de Laiglesia’s 
section “¡No! Crítica de la vida” (No! Criticism of Life). Like the 
diaries, they let us into the “secret room” of the period, the one 
that hides its innermost fears and desires. And, of course, they 
always have a double reading.

Arthur Koestler redefined the concept of humor, writing 
the entry on the term for the Encyclopaedia Britannica in 1974. For 
Koestler, the key to humor, like that of science and art, is “biso-
ciation,” the capacity to relate two elements never previously as-
sociated that nonetheless conceal a hidden nexus. In his concept 
of humor, the writer finds an intimate relationship between the 
tragic and the comic, an idea stemming from his experiences in 
the Spanish Civil War and World War II. This relationship, evi-
dent only in a few examples, like Zabaleta’s drawings or Aurelio 
Suárez’s paintings, but underlying many others, provides the 
keys to understanding the proliferation of automata, manne-
quins, ghosts, cartoon figures, and other ambiguous images in 
the Spanish art of the 1940s as figures uprooted in both time 
and space. Their abundance in the art of the late 1940s in Spain 
constitutes a symptom, and at the same time a consequence, of 
a sense of disenchantment and rejection of the theatricalization 
to which Spain—its landscape, its cities, its inhabitants—was 
subjected in the early days of the formation of the new state, in 
the conviction, as d’Ors said, that “the essence is in the mask.” 
However, it also demonstrates the extent to which the history of 
postwar art, when viewed as a process culminating in abstrac-
tion and adopted by the institutions, omits a thriving surrealist 
current that was better connected with both prewar art and the 
artists in exile, but which received little official acceptance. 
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Cinema in Postwar Spain:  
Genre and Self-Reflexivity 

Jo Labanyi

Spanish cinema of the 1940s has until recently tended to be dis-
missed on the assumption that it was a reflection of regime ide-
ology. In fact, it was much more varied than has been assumed. 
There are many reasons for this, as we shall see. The principal 
reason is that, after the Civil War, cinema remained in private 
hands—unlike Nazi Germany or Fascist Italy. Thus Spanish pro-
duction companies, regardless of their ideological sympathies, 
had to produce films that were commercially viable, which meant 
catering to the tastes of audiences who flocked to see Hollywood 
movies as their only access to the outside world. 

In what follows, I will discuss the major genres of postwar 
Spanish cinema, ending with the work of directors who stand 
out for their attempt, in this period dominated by popular cin-
ema, to produce art-house films. A key theme that will emerge is 
the self-reflexivity of much cinema of the period: something that 
is characteristic not just of art cinema but also of popular culture 
with its love of masquerade. If I have chosen to stress genre, it 
is because the Hollywood cinema that 1940s Spanish produc-
tion companies had to compete with was genre cinema, aimed 
at popular audiences. The cinematic genres that characterized 
Spanish film production of the period were, by and large, the 
same genres that were promoted by Hollywood—comedies and 
melodramas in particular. The Spanish state’s awareness of the 
profitability at the box office of American cinema is shown in its 
control of the film industry through a system of ratings tied to 
import and dubbing licenses for foreign films. A low rating, with 
no licenses, meant almost certain financial loss; a high rating, 
with several licenses, could mean large profits. 

97

around the world without leaving the room, including shells, 
oriental objects, Dutch pipes… and a copy of Thomas Hobbes’s 
Leviathan, the book that takes its name from the mythical sea 
monster that also appears in a “Dream” by Zabaleta.

29

These are interiors that renounce communication with the 
street, preferring to connect instead with a more distant place. The 
window is closed, perhaps to “deaden the hatred” of the street, 
as Miguel Hernández put it. The artist Delhy Tejero painted her 
home/studio on several occasions. One picture shows a sofa en-
closed not only by the walls of the apartment, located in Madrid’s 
Palacio de la Prensa, but also by wooden cupboards. Nor is there 
a window at the end of the room; instead, we find a mountain 
landscape. From the real window of her house, Tejero painted 
numerous views of Madrid, preferring distant rooftops and tow-
ers to the everyday life of the nearby streets. Some of her most 
outstanding works are her 1950s self-portraits—those entitled as 
such and also those with figures very similar to her—inserted 
into geometric compositions with their roots in Neoplasticism 
and a symbolist use of color dominating both the figure and the 
background, reduced to a wall.

José María Ucelay’s and Antonio Lamolla’s still lifes and the 
work of Juan Ismael, Alberto Duce, Carlos Chevilly, and many 
others also allow us to trace that absence of any relationship 
with real life and the search for other imaginary landscapes or 
mysterious interiors, a suspended world and time reached by 
perspectives that stretch out to the infinite while incongruous 
objects are mingled in the foreground. We also find those closed 
rooms, those cryptic self-portraits, in the work of exiled artists 
like Remedios Varo, who shuts her figures up in narrow rooms, 
or Maruja Mallo, whose Naturalezas vivas of the mid-1940s—still 
lifes made with shells and other marine organisms—seem to hide 
female portraits and that at the same time are markedly sexual-
ized. Those pictures by Mallo can be read in parallel with the 

29
 Habitación del viejo marinero (The Old Sailor’s Room), 1946. On Lugrís, 
see Antón Patiño, Urbano Lugrís. Viaje al corazón del océano (Vigo: Edito-
rial Nigratrea, 2008).
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only four such films. The exaggerated postures, costumes, and 
sets take on a self-reflexive quality that tips into the camp, al-
lowing pleasures that undercut the patriotic message. Only the 
first of these films—Locura de amor (1948)—was a box-office hit, 
merging as it did the genre of the epic with that of melodrama. 
Orduña’s film compares favorably with Vicente Aranda’s 2001 
remake, Juana la Loca, which omits the political context stressed 
in the 1948 film: that of the scheming to deprive Juana of the 
crown by her father, Fernando el Católico, and her husband, the 
first Habsburg King of Castile, Felipe I. The negative depiction 
of Fernando is surprising, given the mythification of the Reyes 
Católicos by the Franco regime. The negative depiction of the 
Habsburgs—including the Emperor Carlos V, Juana’s son, who 
tells the story in retrospect—is consistent in these epics, which 
portray them as foreign usurpers. The same anti-Habsburg mes-
sage allows the third of these historical epics, La Leona de Castilla 
(1951) to exalt the sixteenth-century Comuneros’ revolt against 
Carlos V, curiously coinciding with progressive historians’ de-
piction of the Comuneros as champions of democracy. 

Curiously also given the regime’s misogyny, these Cifesa 
epics—apart from the insipid Alba de América on Columbus’s dis-
covery of the New World—are female-centered, contrasting with 
Hollywood epics, which almost always have a male protagonist. 
The attempt to produce big-budget spectacles sup poses that the 
female stars will show off a succession of opulent costumes, 
stressed in the films’ publicity. The mise-en-scène has a paint-
erly quality, not only because of the studio sets and use of painted 
backcloths, but also because it was standard, in Spain as else-
where, for costume designers of historical films to consult paint-
ings of the period. The set designer for Locura de amor, Manuel 
Comba, was son of the court painter of Alfonso XII and Alfonso 
III, and married to the granddaughter of the nineteenth-century 
historical painter Eduardo Rosales, whose 1864 painting of 
Isabel la Católica on her deathbed is recreated in the film, as 
is the stunning 1877 painting of Juana la Loca by Francisco 
Pradilla (both paintings are in the Museo del Prado). Agustina 
de Aragon (1951) also recreated the scene of its heroine firing a 
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of Gutiérrez and that of prewar cinema including montage, col-
lage, remontage, and subtitling, the contributors gave reality a 
comic and transgressive turn, revealing hidden secrets even if it 
meant laying false clues (hence their delight at playing with the 
key elements of mystery movies). In no other publication of the 
period do we find the constant criticism of the black market and 
administrative arbitrariness as witnessed in Álvaro de Laiglesia’s 
section “¡No! Crítica de la vida” (No! Criticism of Life). Like the 
diaries, they let us into the “secret room” of the period, the one 
that hides its innermost fears and desires. And, of course, they 
always have a double reading.

Arthur Koestler redefined the concept of humor, writing 
the entry on the term for the Encyclopaedia Britannica in 1974. For 
Koestler, the key to humor, like that of science and art, is “biso-
ciation,” the capacity to relate two elements never previously as-
sociated that nonetheless conceal a hidden nexus. In his concept 
of humor, the writer finds an intimate relationship between the 
tragic and the comic, an idea stemming from his experiences in 
the Spanish Civil War and World War II. This relationship, evi-
dent only in a few examples, like Zabaleta’s drawings or Aurelio 
Suárez’s paintings, but underlying many others, provides the 
keys to understanding the proliferation of automata, manne-
quins, ghosts, cartoon figures, and other ambiguous images in 
the Spanish art of the 1940s as figures uprooted in both time 
and space. Their abundance in the art of the late 1940s in Spain 
constitutes a symptom, and at the same time a consequence, of 
a sense of disenchantment and rejection of the theatricalization 
to which Spain—its landscape, its cities, its inhabitants—was 
subjected in the early days of the formation of the new state, in 
the conviction, as d’Ors said, that “the essence is in the mask.” 
However, it also demonstrates the extent to which the history of 
postwar art, when viewed as a process culminating in abstrac-
tion and adopted by the institutions, omits a thriving surrealist 
current that was better connected with both prewar art and the 
artists in exile, but which received little official acceptance. 
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Spanish cinema of the 1940s has until recently tended to be dis-
missed on the assumption that it was a reflection of regime ide-
ology. In fact, it was much more varied than has been assumed. 
There are many reasons for this, as we shall see. The principal 
reason is that, after the Civil War, cinema remained in private 
hands—unlike Nazi Germany or Fascist Italy. Thus Spanish pro-
duction companies, regardless of their ideological sympathies, 
had to produce films that were commercially viable, which meant 
catering to the tastes of audiences who flocked to see Hollywood 
movies as their only access to the outside world. 

In what follows, I will discuss the major genres of postwar 
Spanish cinema, ending with the work of directors who stand 
out for their attempt, in this period dominated by popular cin-
ema, to produce art-house films. A key theme that will emerge is 
the self-reflexivity of much cinema of the period: something that 
is characteristic not just of art cinema but also of popular culture 
with its love of masquerade. If I have chosen to stress genre, it 
is because the Hollywood cinema that 1940s Spanish produc-
tion companies had to compete with was genre cinema, aimed 
at popular audiences. The cinematic genres that characterized 
Spanish film production of the period were, by and large, the 
same genres that were promoted by Hollywood—comedies and 
melodramas in particular. The Spanish state’s awareness of the 
profitability at the box office of American cinema is shown in its 
control of the film industry through a system of ratings tied to 
import and dubbing licenses for foreign films. A low rating, with 
no licenses, meant almost certain financial loss; a high rating, 
with several licenses, could mean large profits. 
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around the world without leaving the room, including shells, 
oriental objects, Dutch pipes… and a copy of Thomas Hobbes’s 
Leviathan, the book that takes its name from the mythical sea 
monster that also appears in a “Dream” by Zabaleta.

29

These are interiors that renounce communication with the 
street, preferring to connect instead with a more distant place. The 
window is closed, perhaps to “deaden the hatred” of the street, 
as Miguel Hernández put it. The artist Delhy Tejero painted her 
home/studio on several occasions. One picture shows a sofa en-
closed not only by the walls of the apartment, located in Madrid’s 
Palacio de la Prensa, but also by wooden cupboards. Nor is there 
a window at the end of the room; instead, we find a mountain 
landscape. From the real window of her house, Tejero painted 
numerous views of Madrid, preferring distant rooftops and tow-
ers to the everyday life of the nearby streets. Some of her most 
outstanding works are her 1950s self-portraits—those entitled as 
such and also those with figures very similar to her—inserted 
into geometric compositions with their roots in Neoplasticism 
and a symbolist use of color dominating both the figure and the 
background, reduced to a wall.

José María Ucelay’s and Antonio Lamolla’s still lifes and the 
work of Juan Ismael, Alberto Duce, Carlos Chevilly, and many 
others also allow us to trace that absence of any relationship 
with real life and the search for other imaginary landscapes or 
mysterious interiors, a suspended world and time reached by 
perspectives that stretch out to the infinite while incongruous 
objects are mingled in the foreground. We also find those closed 
rooms, those cryptic self-portraits, in the work of exiled artists 
like Remedios Varo, who shuts her figures up in narrow rooms, 
or Maruja Mallo, whose Naturalezas vivas of the mid-1940s—still 
lifes made with shells and other marine organisms—seem to hide 
female portraits and that at the same time are markedly sexual-
ized. Those pictures by Mallo can be read in parallel with the 

29
 Habitación del viejo marinero (The Old Sailor’s Room), 1946. On Lugrís, 
see Antón Patiño, Urbano Lugrís. Viaje al corazón del océano (Vigo: Edito-
rial Nigratrea, 2008).

The Secret Room

112

only four such films. The exaggerated postures, costumes, and 
sets take on a self-reflexive quality that tips into the camp, al-
lowing pleasures that undercut the patriotic message. Only the 
first of these films—Locura de amor (1948)—was a box-office hit, 
merging as it did the genre of the epic with that of melodrama. 
Orduña’s film compares favorably with Vicente Aranda’s 2001 
remake, Juana la Loca, which omits the political context stressed 
in the 1948 film: that of the scheming to deprive Juana of the 
crown by her father, Fernando el Católico, and her husband, the 
first Habsburg King of Castile, Felipe I. The negative depiction 
of Fernando is surprising, given the mythification of the Reyes 
Católicos by the Franco regime. The negative depiction of the 
Habsburgs—including the Emperor Carlos V, Juana’s son, who 
tells the story in retrospect—is consistent in these epics, which 
portray them as foreign usurpers. The same anti-Habsburg mes-
sage allows the third of these historical epics, La Leona de Castilla 
(1951) to exalt the sixteenth-century Comuneros’ revolt against 
Carlos V, curiously coinciding with progressive historians’ de-
piction of the Comuneros as champions of democracy. 

Curiously also given the regime’s misogyny, these Cifesa 
epics—apart from the insipid Alba de América on Columbus’s dis-
covery of the New World—are female-centered, contrasting with 
Hollywood epics, which almost always have a male protagonist. 
The attempt to produce big-budget spectacles sup poses that the 
female stars will show off a succession of opulent costumes, 
stressed in the films’ publicity. The mise-en-scène has a paint-
erly quality, not only because of the studio sets and use of painted 
backcloths, but also because it was standard, in Spain as else-
where, for costume designers of historical films to consult paint-
ings of the period. The set designer for Locura de amor, Manuel 
Comba, was son of the court painter of Alfonso XII and Alfonso 
III, and married to the granddaughter of the nineteenth-century 
historical painter Eduardo Rosales, whose 1864 painting of 
Isabel la Católica on her deathbed is recreated in the film, as 
is the stunning 1877 painting of Juana la Loca by Francisco 
Pradilla (both paintings are in the Museo del Prado). Agustina 
de Aragon (1951) also recreated the scene of its heroine firing a 
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very close to de Chirico’s and, incidentally, with a loudspeaker 
apparently fitted in their brain (like the “molder of brains”), into 
display dummies for wigs.

The cartoonists of La Codorniz were given a show in 1948 at 
the Galería Clan. The exhibition was hailed by José Luis Fernán-
dez del Amo as a breath of fresh air for a period of crisis, “a formi-
dable therapy against the farce of the weeping women mourning 
for the death of what had to be overcome.”36 In the magazine, 
the heir to the work in Gutiérrez of the humorists of ’27—like 
Mihura, Tono, Enrique Jardiel Poncela, Neville, and Herreros— 
a leading role is given to all those living mannequins and dismem-
bered statues we find in the propaganda and art of the 1940s. The 
debt to Surrealism is especially evident in the work of Enrique 
Herreros, with his agile manipulation of contemporary advertis-
ing magazines like Arts et métiers graphiques. Indeed, his covers 
and illustrations were the best antidote to the sadness of the mo-
ment and the dictatorial “molding of brains.” Using the resources 

36 José Luis Fernández del Amo, “Una exposición de ‘La Codorniz,’” Alférez 
(Madrid) 2, no. 17 (June 1948): 2, available online at www.filosofia.org/
hem/194/alf/ez1702b.htm (accessed November 8, 2016).
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 The capitalist nature of the film industry helps to ex-
plain why cinema was the cultural field that lost the fewest 
workers to exile. While this could be taken to mean that film 
workers supported, or at least acquiesced to, the Franco re-
gime, it also means that many of them had started their careers 
under the Spanish Republic and were trained in generic mod-
els attuned to the Republic’s national-popular cultural proj-
ect—in the sense of Gramsci’s concept of the national-popular 
as giving a voice to the people. The production company most 
associated with the Franco Regime, Cifesa, had been founded 
under the Republic in 1932. Postwar cinema—together with 
other popular cultural forms like musical revues and spectator 
sports—allowed a cultural continuity with the Republic that 
was broken in high culture, thanks to the exile of so many 
intellectuals. Film workers were not intellectuals but lovers 
of entertainment and fun. While fun was not on the Franco 
regime’s cultural agenda, entertainment was; indeed, Nazi 
and Italian Fascist cinema was also based on the premise that 
indoctrination worked best through subliminal influence via 
entertainment.

This is illustrated by the coproductions filmed by Spanish 
directors at the UFA studios in Nazi Berlin and at Cinecittà in 
Fascist Rome between 1938 and 1940, as a result of agreements 
made during the war when the Nationalists did not have access 
to the major Spanish film studios in Republican-held Madrid 
and Barcelona. Apart from the propaganda compilation film 
España heroica (Joaquín Reig, 1938) and the propaganda feature 
Frente de Madrid (Edgar Neville, 1939, censored by the Franco 
dictatorship for ending with the dying embrace of a National-
ist and Republican soldier), the full-length films shot in Berlin 
by veteran directors Benito Perojo and Florián Rey were folk-
loric musicals with the major stars of Republican cinema (the 
singers Imperio Argentina and Estrellita Castro, the comedian 
Miguel Ligero). The Nazis were interested in Spanish folkloric 
musicals as a way of breaking into the lucrative Latin American 
film market, where such films were popular. In Rome, Perojo, 
in addition to a folkloric comedy, directed Los hijos de la noche 
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female faces she painted in the 1940s, mysterious portraits where 
different racial and sexual features are confused, and idealized 
like the portraits of athletes by Castellanos, her former compan-
ion in the Vallecas School.

We also find the Metaphysical world of spaces and am-
biguous figures in the architecture of the late 1940s. It had al-
ready appeared at the end of the war, camouflaged as classicism, 
in the work of architects like Francisco de Asís Cabrero, Luis 
Moya, and Rafael Aburto,

30
 and it emerged again, for example, 

with Miguel Fisac, who acknowledged his interest in Fascist, 
metaphysical architecture and Surrealism as opposed to Nazi 
architecture’s monumentality and popular architecture’s flimsi-
ness as a model: “Germany and Russia imposed a classical and 
phantasmagorical architecture rather than a monumental one, 
with a design I found crude and clumsy. Italy presented a differ-
ent panorama. Its dictator, Mussolini, was more cultured, and 
was in favor of the artistic avant-garde, above all Subrealist [sic]. 
And some of its architects, like Moretti, Libera, Albini, Ponti, 
and especially Terragni, frankly interested me.”

31
 On the façade 

of the Spanish National Research Council’s Instituto Ramón y 
Cajal (1949–56), rows of irregular ribbon windows run along the 
curved wall, crowned by a balcony situated on the roof—in other 
words, without providing communication between interior and 
exterior—, while a sculpture at the foot represents a man who 
appears to rest against or hold up the same wall.

But the surrealist direction taken by architecture was above 
all due to the collaboration of artists in interior design. The inte-
riors of the Zóbel furrier’s store (1949) had moving mannequins 
by Ferrant. The most surreal space created during those years, 

30
 Juan Daniel Fullaondo sees “an illuminist, surrealist, transcendent nu-
ance” in Cabrero. See Arte, arquitectura y todo lo demás (Madrid: Alfaguara, 
1972), 454. The influence of Libera and the architecture of the Fascist 
EUR district in Rome is patent in Cabrero.

31 
Miguel Fisac, Una manera de ver la arquitectura, Documentos de arquitec-
tura 10 (Almería: Colegio Oficial de Arquitectos de Andalucía Oriental, 
1989).
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Escuadrilla (Antonio Román, 1941) depict women as a threat to 
military manhood. The same period also produced films ex-
tolling military heroism in the Army of Africa, where General 
Franco had made his career: ¡Harka! (Carlos Arévalo, 1941) and 
¡A mí la Legión! (Orduña, 1942). In these films, the intensity of 
male military comradeship suggests something more than ho-
mosociality (it was an open secret that Orduña was homosexual, 
which did not stop him from becoming the period’s top direc-
tor). The lead in these films, as in Raza, was Alfredo Mayo, who 
specialized in performing fascist masculinity. In this context, 
Arévalo’s Rojo y negro (1942) is an extraordinary celebration of 
female Falangist bravery versus male Communist cowardice, as 
well as a brilliant example of Eisensteinian intellectual mon-
tage (also used effectively in Raza) and experimental set design: 
for example, the depiction of the Republican checa (torture cen-
ter) as a kind of doll’s house in which we see what is going on 
in the various rooms simultaneously. The state film magazine 
Primer Plano praised Eisenstein, despite the regime’s virulent 
anticommunism, as a master of propaganda. 

A second wave of films about the Civil War appeared in 
1947–51, as, in the wake of the 1946 United Nations boycott, the 
regime strove to present a more acceptable face. While these 
films still celebrate the Nationalist “crusade,” the tone is one of 
conciliation—as, for example, in Ruiz-Castillo’s ¡El santuario no 
se rinde! (1949), in which Alfredo Mayo plays a Republican won 
over by Nationalist heroism, with the film narrated—exception-
ally for a war film—by a female voice-over. Serrano de Osma’s 
Rostro al mar (1951)—his earlier experimental films are discussed 
below—has a Republican hero who returns to Spain disillusioned 
with Communism after being betrayed by his fellow exiles in 
Marseille. The message is complicated by the hero’s wife—who 
stayed behind in Spain—abandoning her stolid Nationalist suit-
or to be reunited with her good-looking Republican husband on 
his return. 

This second wave of films about the Civil War coincides 
with the short-lived production of big-budget patriotic histori-
cal epics by Cifesa, directed by Orduña. In fact, Cifesa made 
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(1939): a mix of “white telephone” urban comedy (a genre in 
which Cinecittà specialized) and Hollywood musical romp. 

Not only did many film directors, stars, and genres re-
main the same after the war, but there was considerable slip-
page between the Francoist populist project and the Republican 
national-popular project. Both were attempts to incorporate 
the lower classes into the nation, but for the Franco dictator-
ship that meant seducing them into consent. Both projects thus 
cultivated popular cultural forms to very different ends. This 
is illustrated in extreme form by the two versions made by Rey 
of La aldea maldita. His 1930 silent film (made just before the 
Republic) is a bleak denunciation of rural poverty and a patriar-
chal honor code. His 1942 remake, in addition to its sumptuous 
costumes reminiscent of photographer José Ortiz Echagüe’s fak-
ing of regional dress, turns the heroine into a Mary Magdalene 
figure “redeemed” through suffering. In practice, as we shall 
see, the Republic’s national-popular project carried over into 
the postwar folkloric musical; it should be remembered that the 
genre was invented not by the Franco dictatorship but under 
the Republic. 

While Republican governments showed no interest in pro-
tecting the film industry, the Franco dictatorship subscribed 
to Mussolini’s maxim that “cinema is the strongest weapon,” 
glossed admiringly in the Falangist-influenced film magazine 
Primer Plano, founded in 1940 by the National Film Department. 
That the state should publish a film magazine shows the im-
portance it attached to cinema; the magazine’s covers featured 
American as well as Spanish stars. The 1944 creation of the cat-
egory “In the National Interest” enhanced the simultaneous aim 
of control and financial protection: films awarded this category 
got the maximum number of import and dubbing licenses, plus 
a state subsidy of up to 50 percent of production costs. 

Some postwar film workers had learned their craft in 
Hollywood, thanks to its production in the early 1930s—in 
the hiatus between the advent of sound and the development 
of dubbing technology—of export versions in different lan-
guages. From 1930 to 1935, future director Edgar Neville and 
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and decor turn the surface celebration of the “Spanishness” of 
Goya’s early paintings into a Hollywood musical romp, with the 
subversion enhanced by Imperio Argentina’s transvestism as a 
duchess who dresses as a bandit. The sympathetic depiction of 
bandits found in several costume dramas produces inevitable 
ideological friction, particularly given the dictatorship’s use 
of the term bandit to refer to the resistance fighters (maquis) 
operating till 1951. This was picked up in the censors’ report 
on another musical romp, La duquesa de Benamejí (Luis Lucia, 
1949), in which another duchess cross-dresses in class terms 
to join the bandit leader, played by a glamorous, open-shirted 
Jorge Mistral.

3
 Even the spate of missionary films made in the 

late 1940s and early 1950s, at the height of National-Catholic 
influence after the regime’s post-1945 sidelining of the Falange, 
are subverted by the scanty clothing and oiled torso of the male 
native lead: Mistral again in Misión blanca (Orduña, 1946) and 
La manigua sin Dios (Ruiz-Castillo, 1949). The posters for these 
films foreground the natives, who offered Spanish cinemago-
ers a rare chance to see naked flesh. 

The immediate postwar saw a number of propagandistic 
films about Nationalist heroism in the Civil War, including the 
previously mentioned Raza. Called the cine de cruzada after 
the Church’s denomination as a “crusade” of the Nationalist 
military uprising against the secularizing Republic, these films 
stopped after 1942 as the Allies started to gain the upper hand 
in World War II. (A sanitized version of Raza was issued in 
1950, with fascist symbols and anti-American comments elimi-
nated, and the 1942 original was ordered to be destroyed.

4
) If 

Raza depicts submissive femininity, the Spanish-Italian copro-
duction Sin novedad en el Alcázar (Augusto Genina, 1940) and 

3
 Luis Fernández Colorado, “La duquesa de Benamejí,” in Antología critica 
del cine español, 1906–1995, ed. Julio Pérez Perucha (Madrid: Cátedra / 
Filmoteca Española, 1997), 253. 

4 
The differences between the two versions are analyzed by Ferran Alberich, 
who restored the original version after a copy was found in East Berlin. 
See “Raza: Cine y propaganda en la inmediata posguerra,” Archivos de la 
Filmoteca: Revista de estudios históricos sobre la imagen, no. 27 (1997): 50–61.

Jo Labanyi



108

future scriptwriter Antonio de Lara “Tono,” and the dramatists 
Enrique Jardiel Poncela and José López Rubio (both of whom 
would have close links with postwar cinema), spent variable 
lengths of time in Hollywood writing the Spanish dialogues for 
MGM and Fox’s multilinguals. In 1931, Perojo and Rey directed 
Paramount’s Spanish multilinguals at its Joinville studios out-
side Paris, where Neville, Tono, and Jardiel Poncela also wrote 
the Spanish dialogues. The slick Hollywood comedies on which 
these Spanish film professionals worked would leave a mark 
on their brand of humor.1 

The postwar Spanish film industry was also hospitable 
to UFA-trained Central European Jewish cameramen fleeing 
Nazism. Among those who had arrived in Barcelona in 1933 
was Heinrich Gärtner, who by 1935 had become Cifesa’s chief 
cinematographer and would make Nationalist documentaries 
during the war; in the 1940s he would, as Enrique Guerner, 
become Spain’s top art director, training the next generation of 
cameramen responsible for the neorealist opposition cinema 
that emerged in the 1950s.2 Another major 1940s art director, 
Sigfrido (Siegfried) Burmann, who had trained in stage design 
with Max Reinhardt, became Spain’s major avant-garde stage 
designer of the 1920s and 1930s. He would be responsible for 
creating the “look” of Cifesa’s big-budget patriotic historical 
epics that have been seen, together with the folkloric musi-
cal, as the hallmark of early Francoist cinema. Burmann was 
also art director for the notorious 1942 Raza, scripted under 
a pseudonym by General Franco, whose director José Luis 
Saénz de Heredia was not only a cousin of the founder of the 
Spanish fascist party, José Antonio Primo de Rivera, but had 
trained in film direction in the 1930s with Luis Buñuel, mak-
ing witty popular comedies for the pro-Republican production 

1 Stuart Green, From Silver Screen to Spanish Stage: The Humourists of the 
Madrid “Vanguardia” and Hollywood Film (Cardiff: University of Wales 
Press, 2011).

2 Román Gubern, “El ciclo antisemítico del cine español de posguerra,” 
in Cultura audiovisual (escritos 1981–2011) (Madrid: Cátedra, 2013), 
295–301.
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company Filmófono. Saénz de Heredia would continue to make 
zany comedies after the war as well as writing lyrics for Celia 
Gámez’s musical revues. 

Nor should it be assumed that all postwar film profession-
als had right-wing antecedents. Several of the younger directors 
who established themselves in the 1940s had made wartime 
propaganda films for the Republic, including Arturo Ruiz-
Castillo, Rafael Gil, Carlos Serrano de Osma, and Antonio del 
Amo, who was imprisoned after the war. Aurora Bautista, star 
of the Cifesa historical epic par excellence, Locura de amor (1948), 
was the daughter of a former political prisoner. 

In practice, the form taken by state censorship allowed a 
measure of latitude. Before shooting could start, the production 
company had to submit the screenplay to the censors; the fin-
ished film was then submitted to the censorship office for a final 
verdict. This meant that censors paid most attention to the dia-
logues, which, it has to be admitted, are not the strong point of 
postwar Spanish cinema. That language was the censors’ main 
concern is also shown by the 1941 Defense of the Language Law, 
modeled on Mussolini’s equivalent, which required all foreign 
films to be dubbed into Spanish. While allowing considerable 
latitude for censorship via mistranslation, this legislation back-
fired by making American cinema more accessible to Spanish 
audiences.

But cinema does not just consist of speech; the censors’ 
focus on the script allowed directors to invite alternative read-
ings by other means. Spanish cinema audiences, aware of the 
existence of censorship, were expert decoders of hidden mean-
ing. It is important, when analyzing films of the early Franco 
period, to consider not just what is said but how it is said, as well 
as the actors’ body language and the mise-en-scène, which can 
undercut the surface meaning. A wonderful example is the gusto 
with which Aurora Bautista performs the role of serial adulter-
ess in Pequeñeces (Juan de Orduña, 1950). In Cifesa’s historical 
epics, the monumental set designs, which rarely have windows, 
create a sense of claustrophobia that undermines the glorifica-
tion of the past. In Perojo’s 1942 Goyescas, the glitzy costumes 
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(1939): a mix of “white telephone” urban comedy (a genre in 
which Cinecittà specialized) and Hollywood musical romp. 

Not only did many film directors, stars, and genres re-
main the same after the war, but there was considerable slip-
page between the Francoist populist project and the Republican 
national-popular project. Both were attempts to incorporate 
the lower classes into the nation, but for the Franco dictator-
ship that meant seducing them into consent. Both projects thus 
cultivated popular cultural forms to very different ends. This 
is illustrated in extreme form by the two versions made by Rey 
of La aldea maldita. His 1930 silent film (made just before the 
Republic) is a bleak denunciation of rural poverty and a patriar-
chal honor code. His 1942 remake, in addition to its sumptuous 
costumes reminiscent of photographer José Ortiz Echagüe’s fak-
ing of regional dress, turns the heroine into a Mary Magdalene 
figure “redeemed” through suffering. In practice, as we shall 
see, the Republic’s national-popular project carried over into 
the postwar folkloric musical; it should be remembered that the 
genre was invented not by the Franco dictatorship but under 
the Republic. 

While Republican governments showed no interest in pro-
tecting the film industry, the Franco dictatorship subscribed 
to Mussolini’s maxim that “cinema is the strongest weapon,” 
glossed admiringly in the Falangist-influenced film magazine 
Primer Plano, founded in 1940 by the National Film Department. 
That the state should publish a film magazine shows the im-
portance it attached to cinema; the magazine’s covers featured 
American as well as Spanish stars. The 1944 creation of the cat-
egory “In the National Interest” enhanced the simultaneous aim 
of control and financial protection: films awarded this category 
got the maximum number of import and dubbing licenses, plus 
a state subsidy of up to 50 percent of production costs. 

Some postwar film workers had learned their craft in 
Hollywood, thanks to its production in the early 1930s—in 
the hiatus between the advent of sound and the development 
of dubbing technology—of export versions in different lan-
guages. From 1930 to 1935, future director Edgar Neville and 
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and decor turn the surface celebration of the “Spanishness” of 
Goya’s early paintings into a Hollywood musical romp, with the 
subversion enhanced by Imperio Argentina’s transvestism as a 
duchess who dresses as a bandit. The sympathetic depiction of 
bandits found in several costume dramas produces inevitable 
ideological friction, particularly given the dictatorship’s use 
of the term bandit to refer to the resistance fighters (maquis) 
operating till 1951. This was picked up in the censors’ report 
on another musical romp, La duquesa de Benamejí (Luis Lucia, 
1949), in which another duchess cross-dresses in class terms 
to join the bandit leader, played by a glamorous, open-shirted 
Jorge Mistral.3 Even the spate of missionary films made in the 
late 1940s and early 1950s, at the height of National-Catholic 
influence after the regime’s post-1945 sidelining of the Falange, 
are subverted by the scanty clothing and oiled torso of the male 
native lead: Mistral again in Misión blanca (Orduña, 1946) and 
La manigua sin Dios (Ruiz-Castillo, 1949). The posters for these 
films foreground the natives, who offered Spanish cinemago-
ers a rare chance to see naked flesh. 

The immediate postwar saw a number of propagandistic 
films about Nationalist heroism in the Civil War, including the 
previously mentioned Raza. Called the cine de cruzada after 
the Church’s denomination as a “crusade” of the Nationalist 
military uprising against the secularizing Republic, these films 
stopped after 1942 as the Allies started to gain the upper hand 
in World War II. (A sanitized version of Raza was issued in 
1950, with fascist symbols and anti-American comments elimi-
nated, and the 1942 original was ordered to be destroyed.4) If 
Raza depicts submissive femininity, the Spanish-Italian copro-
duction Sin novedad en el Alcázar (Augusto Genina, 1940) and 

3 Luis Fernández Colorado, “La duquesa de Benamejí,” in Antología critica 
del cine español, 1906–1995, ed. Julio Pérez Perucha (Madrid: Cátedra / 
Filmoteca Española, 1997), 253. 

4 The differences between the two versions are analyzed by Ferran Alberich, 
who restored the original version after a copy was found in East Berlin. 
See “Raza: Cine y propaganda en la inmediata posguerra,” Archivos de la 
Filmoteca: Revista de estudios históricos sobre la imagen, no. 27 (1997): 50–61.
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very close to de Chirico’s and, incidentally, with a loudspeaker 
apparently fitted in their brain (like the “molder of brains”), into 
display dummies for wigs.

The cartoonists of La Codorniz were given a show in 1948 at 
the Galería Clan. The exhibition was hailed by José Luis Fernán-
dez del Amo as a breath of fresh air for a period of crisis, “a formi-
dable therapy against the farce of the weeping women mourning 
for the death of what had to be overcome.”

36
 In the magazine, 

the heir to the work in Gutiérrez of the humorists of ’27—like 
Mihura, Tono, Enrique Jardiel Poncela, Neville, and Herreros— 
a leading role is given to all those living mannequins and dismem-
bered statues we find in the propaganda and art of the 1940s. The 
debt to Surrealism is especially evident in the work of Enrique 
Herreros, with his agile manipulation of contemporary advertis-
ing magazines like Arts et métiers graphiques. Indeed, his covers 
and illustrations were the best antidote to the sadness of the mo-
ment and the dictatorial “molding of brains.” Using the resources 

36
 José Luis Fernández del Amo, “Una exposición de ‘La Codorniz,’” Alférez 
(Madrid) 2, no. 17 (June 1948): 2, available online at www.filosofia.org/
hem/194/alf/ez1702b.htm (accessed November 8, 2016).
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 The capitalist nature of the film industry helps to ex-
plain why cinema was the cultural field that lost the fewest 
workers to exile. While this could be taken to mean that film 
workers supported, or at least acquiesced to, the Franco re-
gime, it also means that many of them had started their careers 
under the Spanish Republic and were trained in generic mod-
els attuned to the Republic’s national-popular cultural proj-
ect—in the sense of Gramsci’s concept of the national-popular 
as giving a voice to the people. The production company most 
associated with the Franco Regime, Cifesa, had been founded 
under the Republic in 1932. Postwar cinema—together with 
other popular cultural forms like musical revues and spectator 
sports—allowed a cultural continuity with the Republic that 
was broken in high culture, thanks to the exile of so many 
intellectuals. Film workers were not intellectuals but lovers 
of entertainment and fun. While fun was not on the Franco 
regime’s cultural agenda, entertainment was; indeed, Nazi 
and Italian Fascist cinema was also based on the premise that 
indoctrination worked best through subliminal influence via 
entertainment.

This is illustrated by the coproductions filmed by Spanish 
directors at the UFA studios in Nazi Berlin and at Cinecittà in 
Fascist Rome between 1938 and 1940, as a result of agreements 
made during the war when the Nationalists did not have access 
to the major Spanish film studios in Republican-held Madrid 
and Barcelona. Apart from the propaganda compilation film 
España heroica (Joaquín Reig, 1938) and the propaganda feature 
Frente de Madrid (Edgar Neville, 1939, censored by the Franco 
dictatorship for ending with the dying embrace of a National-
ist and Republican soldier), the full-length films shot in Berlin 
by veteran directors Benito Perojo and Florián Rey were folk-
loric musicals with the major stars of Republican cinema (the 
singers Imperio Argentina and Estrellita Castro, the comedian 
Miguel Ligero). The Nazis were interested in Spanish folkloric 
musicals as a way of breaking into the lucrative Latin American 
film market, where such films were popular. In Rome, Perojo, 
in addition to a folkloric comedy, directed Los hijos de la noche 
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female faces she painted in the 1940s, mysterious portraits where 
different racial and sexual features are confused, and idealized 
like the portraits of athletes by Castellanos, her former compan-
ion in the Vallecas School.

We also find the Metaphysical world of spaces and am-
biguous figures in the architecture of the late 1940s. It had al-
ready appeared at the end of the war, camouflaged as classicism, 
in the work of architects like Francisco de Asís Cabrero, Luis 
Moya, and Rafael Aburto,30 and it emerged again, for example, 
with Miguel Fisac, who acknowledged his interest in Fascist, 
metaphysical architecture and Surrealism as opposed to Nazi 
architecture’s monumentality and popular architecture’s flimsi-
ness as a model: “Germany and Russia imposed a classical and 
phantasmagorical architecture rather than a monumental one, 
with a design I found crude and clumsy. Italy presented a differ-
ent panorama. Its dictator, Mussolini, was more cultured, and 
was in favor of the artistic avant-garde, above all Subrealist [sic]. 
And some of its architects, like Moretti, Libera, Albini, Ponti, 
and especially Terragni, frankly interested me.”31 On the façade 
of the Spanish National Research Council’s Instituto Ramón y 
Cajal (1949–56), rows of irregular ribbon windows run along the 
curved wall, crowned by a balcony situated on the roof—in other 
words, without providing communication between interior and 
exterior—, while a sculpture at the foot represents a man who 
appears to rest against or hold up the same wall.

But the surrealist direction taken by architecture was above 
all due to the collaboration of artists in interior design. The inte-
riors of the Zóbel furrier’s store (1949) had moving mannequins 
by Ferrant. The most surreal space created during those years, 

30 Juan Daniel Fullaondo sees “an illuminist, surrealist, transcendent nu-
ance” in Cabrero. See Arte, arquitectura y todo lo demás (Madrid: Alfaguara, 
1972), 454. The influence of Libera and the architecture of the Fascist 
EUR district in Rome is patent in Cabrero.

31 Miguel Fisac, Una manera de ver la arquitectura, Documentos de arquitec-
tura 10 (Almería: Colegio Oficial de Arquitectos de Andalucía Oriental, 
1989).
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Escuadrilla (Antonio Román, 1941) depict women as a threat to 
military manhood. The same period also produced films ex-
tolling military heroism in the Army of Africa, where General 
Franco had made his career: ¡Harka! (Carlos Arévalo, 1941) and 
¡A mí la Legión! (Orduña, 1942). In these films, the intensity of 
male military comradeship suggests something more than ho-
mosociality (it was an open secret that Orduña was homosexual, 
which did not stop him from becoming the period’s top direc-
tor). The lead in these films, as in Raza, was Alfredo Mayo, who 
specialized in performing fascist masculinity. In this context, 
Arévalo’s Rojo y negro (1942) is an extraordinary celebration of 
female Falangist bravery versus male Communist cowardice, as 
well as a brilliant example of Eisensteinian intellectual mon-
tage (also used effectively in Raza) and experimental set design: 
for example, the depiction of the Republican checa (torture cen-
ter) as a kind of doll’s house in which we see what is going on 
in the various rooms simultaneously. The state film magazine 
Primer Plano praised Eisenstein, despite the regime’s virulent 
anticommunism, as a master of propaganda. 

A second wave of films about the Civil War appeared in 
1947–51, as, in the wake of the 1946 United Nations boycott, the 
regime strove to present a more acceptable face. While these 
films still celebrate the Nationalist “crusade,” the tone is one of 
conciliation—as, for example, in Ruiz-Castillo’s ¡El santuario no 
se rinde! (1949), in which Alfredo Mayo plays a Republican won 
over by Nationalist heroism, with the film narrated—exception-
ally for a war film—by a female voice-over. Serrano de Osma’s 
Rostro al mar (1951)—his earlier experimental films are discussed 
below—has a Republican hero who returns to Spain disillusioned 
with Communism after being betrayed by his fellow exiles in 
Marseille. The message is complicated by the hero’s wife—who 
stayed behind in Spain—abandoning her stolid Nationalist suit-
or to be reunited with her good-looking Republican husband on 
his return. 

This second wave of films about the Civil War coincides 
with the short-lived production of big-budget patriotic histori-
cal epics by Cifesa, directed by Orduña. In fact, Cifesa made 
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around the world without leaving the room, including shells, 
oriental objects, Dutch pipes… and a copy of Thomas Hobbes’s 
Leviathan, the book that takes its name from the mythical sea 
monster that also appears in a “Dream” by Zabaleta.29

These are interiors that renounce communication with the 
street, preferring to connect instead with a more distant place. The 
window is closed, perhaps to “deaden the hatred” of the street, 
as Miguel Hernández put it. The artist Delhy Tejero painted her 
home/studio on several occasions. One picture shows a sofa en-
closed not only by the walls of the apartment, located in Madrid’s 
Palacio de la Prensa, but also by wooden cupboards. Nor is there 
a window at the end of the room; instead, we find a mountain 
landscape. From the real window of her house, Tejero painted 
numerous views of Madrid, preferring distant rooftops and tow-
ers to the everyday life of the nearby streets. Some of her most 
outstanding works are her 1950s self-portraits—those entitled as 
such and also those with figures very similar to her—inserted 
into geometric compositions with their roots in Neoplasticism 
and a symbolist use of color dominating both the figure and the 
background, reduced to a wall.

José María Ucelay’s and Antonio Lamolla’s still lifes and the 
work of Juan Ismael, Alberto Duce, Carlos Chevilly, and many 
others also allow us to trace that absence of any relationship 
with real life and the search for other imaginary landscapes or 
mysterious interiors, a suspended world and time reached by 
perspectives that stretch out to the infinite while incongruous 
objects are mingled in the foreground. We also find those closed 
rooms, those cryptic self-portraits, in the work of exiled artists 
like Remedios Varo, who shuts her figures up in narrow rooms, 
or Maruja Mallo, whose Naturalezas vivas of the mid-1940s—still 
lifes made with shells and other marine organisms—seem to hide 
female portraits and that at the same time are markedly sexual-
ized. Those pictures by Mallo can be read in parallel with the 

29 Habitación del viejo marinero (The Old Sailor’s Room), 1946. On Lugrís, 
see Antón Patiño, Urbano Lugrís. Viaje al corazón del océano (Vigo: Edito-
rial Nigratrea, 2008).
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only four such films. The exaggerated postures, costumes, and 
sets take on a self-reflexive quality that tips into the camp, al-
lowing pleasures that undercut the patriotic message. Only the 
first of these films—Locura de amor (1948)—was a box-office hit, 
merging as it did the genre of the epic with that of melodrama. 
Orduña’s film compares favorably with Vicente Aranda’s 2001 
remake, Juana la Loca, which omits the political context stressed 
in the 1948 film: that of the scheming to deprive Juana of the 
crown by her father, Fernando el Católico, and her husband, the 
first Habsburg King of Castile, Felipe I. The negative depiction 
of Fernando is surprising, given the mythification of the Reyes 
Católicos by the Franco regime. The negative depiction of the 
Habsburgs—including the Emperor Carlos V, Juana’s son, who 
tells the story in retrospect—is consistent in these epics, which 
portray them as foreign usurpers. The same anti-Habsburg mes-
sage allows the third of these historical epics, La Leona de Castilla 
(1951) to exalt the sixteenth-century Comuneros’ revolt against 
Carlos V, curiously coinciding with progressive historians’ de-
piction of the Comuneros as champions of democracy. 

Curiously also given the regime’s misogyny, these Cifesa 
epics—apart from the insipid Alba de América on Columbus’s dis-
covery of the New World—are female-centered, contrasting with 
Hollywood epics, which almost always have a male protagonist. 
The attempt to produce big-budget spectacles sup poses that the 
female stars will show off a succession of opulent costumes, 
stressed in the films’ publicity. The mise-en-scène has a paint-
erly quality, not only because of the studio sets and use of painted 
backcloths, but also because it was standard, in Spain as else-
where, for costume designers of historical films to consult paint-
ings of the period. The set designer for Locura de amor, Manuel 
Comba, was son of the court painter of Alfonso XII and Alfonso 
III, and married to the granddaughter of the nineteenth-century 
historical painter Eduardo Rosales, whose 1864 painting of 
Isabel la Católica on her deathbed is recreated in the film, as 
is the stunning 1877 painting of Juana la Loca by Francisco 
Pradilla (both paintings are in the Museo del Prado). Agustina 
de Aragon (1951) also recreated the scene of its heroine firing a 
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Although these genre spoofs rely on a knowledge of pop-
ular film genres for their effects, Mihura and Tono have—with 
Jardiel Poncela, López Rubio, and Neville—been linked to the 
1920s avant-garde as “the other Generation of 1927” in their 
practice of an absurdism akin to that of Ramón Gómez de la 
Serna and to José Ortega y Gasset’s advocacy of a sportive self-
reflexivity. To link them to surrealism seems inappropriate, 
for there is no interest in the workings of the unconscious; 
this is silliness for the sake of poking fun at everything. Jardiel 
Poncela, also a contributor to La Codorniz, had had his plays 
adapted for cinema since 1927, continuing through the Repub-
lic and the 1940s, though tailing off after 1947 as National-
Catholic hegemony encouraged cinema of a more moralizing 
bent (we should remember that neorealism, with its serious 
social message, was championed in Spain by radical church 
sectors). The film adaptations of Jardiel Poncela’s comedias 
disparatadas—for example, Eloísa está debajo de un almendro 
(Gil, 1943)—anticipate the screwball comedies filmed by Miguel 
Mihura’s brother Jerónimo and scripted by Miguel. These films 
use fast-paced absurdist dialogue to send up traditionalism and 
its opposite, modernization (Castillo de naipes, 1943), or the topos 
of Spanish alegría and its opposite, the capitalist work ethic 
(Mi adorado Juan, 1949). 

A similar sense of fun is found in the cinema of Edgar 
Neville, another contributor to La Codorniz. Neville’s 1941 short, 
Verbena, is a nostalgic take on the fairground as a space of self-
conscious performance, with sets by the Russian Pedro Schild 
(Pierre Schildnecht) who had worked with Perojo in France 
from 1924 to 1926 as well as on Gance’s Napoleon and Buñuel’s 
Un Chien andalou and L’Âge d’or, fleeing France for Spain on 
German occupation in 1940. Schild introduced into Spanish 
cinema the technique of matte painting on glass and the use of 
foreground miniatures to enhance visual illusion—in keeping 
with the illusionist tricks of the fairground artists (fire-eater, 
bearded lady, decapitated head) featured in the film. Verbena 
has been seen as influenced by Todd Browning’s 1932 Freaks, 
though Neville left Hollywood in 1931; it also draws on the 
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cult of the fairground by the prewar Spanish avant-garde (the 
verbena paintings of Maruja Mallo, the 1930 experimental doc-
umentary Esencia de verbena by Ernesto Giménez Caballero). 
Verbena’s self-reflexivity is compounded by the insertion into 
the fairground fun of a gangster movie plot, whose foiling 
allows the performance to continue. This short anticipates the 
stylized vision of Madrid popular culture in Neville’s La torre 
de los siete jorobados (1944), Domingo de carnaval (1945), and El 
crimen de la calle de Bordadores (1946), which mix noir effects 
and the grotesque with the fantastic, the Gothic, and the thrill-
er. All three films are costume dramas, with their fast-paced 
witty popular speech evoking the sainete tradition of the late 
1800s and early 1900s; popular musical hall (café cantante) ap-
pears in the first and last film, while the second is set against 
the popular antics of carnival, relayed through the grotesque 
aesthetic of painter José Gutiérrez Solana, who worked with 
Neville on the sets. Neville’s cinema has been seen as draw-
ing on a Spanish national tradition of the grotesque (Goya’s 
black period, Valle-Inclán’s esperpento), but its genre mixing, 
in addition to crossing high and low culture, goes beyond the 
national.
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cannon to repel the French at the siege of Zaragoza depicted in 
prints from the time of the War of Independence (1808–14) and 
in Goya’s Disasters of War. Agustina de Aragón is an extraordinary 
celebration of female courage in the face of male pusillanimity, 
reversing Francoist gender norms. Orduña seems to have felt a 
need to contain this female strength, since the action is framed 
by Agustina, now a demure matron, kneeling to receive a medal 
from the despot Fernando VII, returned to the throne on Napo-
leon’s defeat. This split representation of Agustina is reproduced 
on the film’s poster, which places her matronly image above 
that of her firing the phallic cannon. 

Although Cifesa only made four patriotic epics, several 
other films on (mostly medieval) national history were made 
by other companies between 1943 and 1951. The genre was intro-
duced into postwar Spain by Cesáreo González’s Suevia Films 
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It is also worth noting that 1940s popular cinema is remarkably 
woman-centered, contradicting the regime’s misogyny, while 
those directors who attempt to create art cinema focus on male 
dramas (Neville is again the exception). The same would be true 
of 1950s neorealist cinema, which is a step forward in terms of 
artistry and political critique but a step backward in terms of the 
depiction of gender. 
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the third, of a gangster film. The later Tres eran tres, scripted by 
Tono—a regular contributor to La Codorniz—changes the genres 
that are spoofed. The parodies now are aimed at Frankenstein 
(Una de monstruos, in which Frankenstein’s monster saves the 
lovers from the mad scientist); the western (Una de indios, which 
ends with the cowboys, cowgirls, and Indians setting up busi-
ness together); and the Spanish folkloric musical, spoofed via a 
“making of” that in many ways reprises Luis García Berlanga’s 
1952 classic ¡Bienvenido Míster Marshall!, scripted by Mihura. 
García Maroto’s 1954 remake is inserted into a brilliant self-
reflexive frame, parodying the courtroom drama genre as the 
producers, director, and actors of Tres son tres are tried for pla-
giarizing Hollywood, in what is also a parody of the House Un-
American Activities Committee, ending with the judge turning 
the verdict over to the audience in the cinema theater. 

¡Bienvenido Míster Marshall! is perhaps best related not  
to the oppositional neorealist cinema that emerged in the 1950s 
but to the tradition of genre spoofs that goes back to García 
Maroto’s 1930s shorts, continuing through the 1940s. The 
genres parodied in Berlanga’s film are the Spanish folkloric 
musical, Soviet socialist realism, Italian neorealism, and the 
Hollywood genres of the western, the gangster movie, and film 
noir, plus another parody of the House Un-American Activities 
Committee. Another wonderful spoof, this time of neorealism, 
is the prologue to Lucia’s 1952 Cerca de la ciudad, about a worker 
priest in Madrid’s slums, whose prologue parodies the on-loca-
tion shooting of everyday life that was fundamental to Italian 
neorealist cinema. Lucia’s film was released a year after the 
Italian Cinema Week in Madrid that introduced Spanish film-
makers to Italian neorealism, and a year after radical Falangist 
José Antonio Nieves Conde’s Surcos anticipated the neorealist 
depiction of urban squalor in its desire to encourage migrants 
to return to the countryside. Spanish neorealist cinema would 
take off from 1955 with Juan Antonio Bardem’s Muerte de un 
ciclista: once again, parody precedes the taking up of the genre 
in Spain.
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Pedro Schild also worked on the set design for La torre 
de los siete jorobados, whose underground labyrinth—a tower 
in reverse—is a tour de force of visual illusion, filmed largely 
through the use of miniature scale models. Mirrors (distorting 
and otherwise) are central to the film, based on a 1920 popular 
novel by Emilio Carrere. The capital city Madrid is literally sub-
verted by the underground labyrinth constructed by the Jews at 
the time of their expulsion in 1492, and now occupied by a gang 
of murderous hunchback counterfeiters; the happy end throws 
romantic comedy into the generic mix. Domingo de carnaval also 
mixes the thriller and romantic comedy, with its popular char-
acters, centered on the Rastro, disguised for carnival, and the 
heroine (Neville’s partner, Conchita Montes) as the amateur de-
tective who, cross-dressed as Don Juan Tenorio, solves the mur-
der. The mise-en-scène recreates Goya’s early paintings as well 
as Gutiérrez Solana’s España negra (Black Spain). El crimen de la 
calle de Bordadores is a self-reflexive thriller, based on a famous 
late nineteenth-century murder, that uses trick flashbacks to 
narrate what did not happen. The convoluted plots of all three 
films give them a parodic quality.

Neville’s other films have modern settings. La vida en 
un hilo (1945) and Nada (1947; based on Carmen Laforet’s 1945 
novel), both starring Conchita Montes, are notable for their 
female focus. A delightful comedy, La vida en un hilo alter-
nates the heroine’s actual and possible past lives, revealed to 
her by the fortune-teller—who divines the past rather than the 
future—who she meets on the train back to Madrid after her 
boring provincial husband’s funeral. As she arrives in Madrid, 
she meets the bohemian artist whose offer of a lift in the rain 
she nearly accepted in the past, and this time chooses him. The 
real and the possible blur since both are divined by the fortune-
teller (more trick flashbacks). The fun that the bohemian artist 
offers her in the flashbacks of the life she could have had with 
him provides a major critique of Francoist seriousness. Nada is 
a bleak melodrama that makes brilliant use of noir techniques 
(shadows, distorted angles, rat-in-a-trap shots, ceilings press-
ing down on the characters’ heads) to depict the oppressiveness 
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(founded 1940) with El abanderado (Eusebio Fernández Ardavín, 
1943) on the War of Independence; another historical war film, 
Los últimos de Filipinas (Román, 1945), depicted the futile hero-
ism of the Spanish troops who held out in the Philippines after 
the Spanish-American War of 1898 was over. The patriotism 
of the remaining films on national history is largely limited to 
the fact that their protagonists—overwhelmingly female and 
mostly taking the reins of power to compensate for kings de-
voted to poetry and women—are Spanish. 

In addition to these representations of national history, 
a much larger number of costume dramas were made, includ-
ing by Cifesa, sometimes with historical protagonists but fic-
tional plots—as in the musical romp La princesa de los Ursinos 
(Lucia, 1947)—but mostly purely fictional. The vogue for cos-
tume drama was in line with other national film industries, no-
tably the contemporaneous British Gainsborough productions. 
Costume drama is a notoriously self-reflexive genre because of 
its view of history as dressing up and performance. This al-
lows plots driven by mistaken identities, creating a very post-
modern view of identity as masquerade. The vast majority of 
costume dramas were, as in other national cinemas, set in the 
nineteenth century, allowing elaborate female costumes with 
(relatively) low necklines—costume dramas were the one genre 
where escotes were allowed. 

Many costume dramas are folkloric musicals. Those set 
in the nineteenth century showcase female Gypsy singers and 
sympathetic bandits, whose stereotypical costumes produce a 
self-reflexive staginess. These films are generic hybrids, mix-
ing costume drama with romantic comedy and/or melodrama. 
Folkloric musicals set in the present are equally stagey thanks 
to the heroine’s habit of bursting into song. Eva Woods Peiró 
has proposed that the folkloric musical genre is a celebration of 
modernity, since the lower-class female protagonist frequently 
triumphs as a star in Paris, Havana, or New York.5 Social ascent 

5 Eva Woods Peiró, White Gypsies: Race and Stardom in Spanish Musicals 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012).
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finally by his viewing of Hitchcock’s Rebecca in which he iden-
tifies with Laurence Olivier’s obsessive guilt at his first wife’s 
death, freeing him to return to filmmaking. Vida en sombras 
ends with the film crew shooting the start of the protagonist’s 
film Sombras, which is the first scene of the film we have been 
watching. A homage to the history of cinema, the film asks 
questions about the relation between fiction and documentary, 
about the ethics of the war reporter, and about the psycho-
logical effects of the projective identification that cinema al-
lows. It is also technically sophisticated in its handling of light 
and shadow, mise-en-scène, and camerawork, not to mention 
Fernando Fernán Gómez’s expressive minimalist acting. 

I have ended with Neville, Serrano de Osma, and Llobet-
Gràcia to show that 1940s Spain produced a number of films 
that are artistically brilliant, as well as a large output of popular 
films that do not always comply with regime ideology. I have only 
mentioned briefly the opposition neorealist cinema that emerged 
in the course of the 1950s, since that story is well known. I hope 
to have shown that self-reflexivity, often seen as the hallmark 
of art cinema, is also a major feature of popular cinema—some-
thing that allows Neville, perhaps uniquely, to straddle the two. 
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of life in postwar Barcelona. The film inverts Hollywood film 
noir by having a female investigate a seductive but threatening 
male psychology; Andrea’s coolness contrasts with her uncles’ 
hysteria. The film ends with Andrea escaping the dark pull  
of her family’s home, but with the camera doing a final 180- 
degree turn as it is sucked back into the noir stairwell. Very 
different, Neville’s 1950 El último caballo anticipates the neo-
realist critique of urban life, but using comedy to depict the tra-
vails of a rural immigrant who can find nowhere to keep his 
horse in a Madrid taken over by the motor car. Unlike Nieves 
Conde’s Surcos of the following year, Neville’s film ends with a 
compromise as the protagonist sets up a flower-growing busi-
ness on an allotment, using his horse and cart to sell the flow-
ers in the city streets.

I conclude with two directors who made brilliant use of 
noir techniques but with no concessions to popular culture. 
Carlos Serrano de Osma’s best known film, Embrujo (1947), 
takes that most popular of postwar genres, the folkloric mu-
sical, as the basis of an experimental film in which all the 
pleasures of popular cinema are eliminated. Starring real-life 
artistic and romantic partners Lola Flores and Manolo Caracol, 
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the celebration of female independence is frequently attenuated 
by a “taming of the shrew” format. “White telephone” comedies 
declined after 1945 as hegemony passed from the Falange to 
National-Catholicism.

 The first half of the 1940s also saw several adaptations 
of novels by the humorist Wenceslao Fernández Flórez, associ-
ated with cinema since the mid-1920s.

6
 The most interesting 

are El destino se disculpa (Sáenz de Heredia, 1945), with “Fate” ap-
pearing as a self-reflexive narrator, and Intriga (Román, 1942), a 
spoof of a Hitchcock thriller that ends by revealing the film di-
rector to be the author of the crime. Another spoof of the thriller 
genre is Gil’s El viaje sin destino (1942), with the characters 
trapped in a Gothic mansion, set up by the organizers of a mys-
tery tour. Interestingly, the thriller is spoofed in Spanish cinema 
before thrillers start to be made in Spain, with Julio Salvador’s 
Apartado de Correos 1.001 (1950) and Ignacio F. Iquino’s Brigada 
Criminal (1951).

 Genre spoofs were in fact a staple of early Francoist cin-
ema, with parodies not only of the homegrown folkloric musi-
cal but also of stock Hollywood genres. The culmination of this 
tendency is García Maroto’s Tres eran tres (1954), a reprise of his 
three shorts made under the Republic, Una de fieras (1934), Una de 
miedo (1935), and Y ahora… una de ladrones (1936). These prewar 
shorts were scripted by Miguel Mihura, best known as founder 
in 1941 of the humorous magazine La Codorniz and as the au-
thor of absurdist dramas (he wrote the dialogues for Intriga). 
Mihura’s familiarity with Hollywood genre cinema came from 
having been hired by Cifesa in 1934 to oversee the dubbing of 
its film imports, as well as his closeness to fellow humorists 
Tono, Jardiel Poncela, and López Rubio who had all worked 
in Hollywood.

7
 The three shorts are parodic “makings of”: the 

first, of an ethnographic film; the second, of a vampire movie; 

6 
See José Luis Castro de Paz’s important book Sombras desoladas. Costum-
brismo, humor, melancolía y reflexividad en el cine español de los años cuarenta 
(Santander: Shangrila, 2012), 98–126. 

7 
Green, From Silver Screen to Spanish Stage, 10.
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an intertitle announcing the emergence of faith from the ruins 
of war.9 

The film is, indeed, an incoherent mix of Aryan and Catholic 
imagery, with the Tarzan-like Parsifal, as he reaches Montserrat, 
morphing into a Victorian Christ figure, and with the tempt-
ress Kundry morphing into Mary Magdalene. The child Parsifal 
and his mother (played by Russian-French ballerina Ludmilla 
Tchérina) are stereotypically Aryan, but with the same actress 
playing the dark-haired temptress Kundry. Cecilio Panigua’s 
photography of the mountain scenery is impressively primitivist, 
while the set designs of painter José Caballero, particularly the 
Garden of Deadly Sins based on Bosch’s paintings, verge on the 
surrealist, referring back to Caballero’s prewar work. The whole 
film has a painterly quality, with its slow pace and tableaux 
effects. While we do not know exactly what Serrano de Osma’s 
contribution was, the film’s primitivist and surreal aesthetic 
follows logically from his earlier experimental films.

Serrano de Osma also helped to finance and produce what 
is perhaps the most self-reflexive film in the history of Spanish 
cinema: Lorenç Llobet-Gràcia’s Vida en sombras (1948). The 
Catalan amateur cinema movement, in which Llobet-Gràcia 
was a major figure, spurned commercial cinema, insisting on 
artistic quality. This only incursion into commercial cinema by 
Llobet-Gràcia was dogged by failure, obtaining no state fund-
ing toward production costs, and then granted a Third Class 
rating, limiting exhibition to neighborhood cinemas. When 
finally released in 1953, it went unnoticed till its restoration 
in 1983. The life of the filmmaker protagonist is marked by 
cinema at every stage: born during a fairground “cinema of 
attractions” show, we are taken through his boyhood viewing 
of silent cinema and the first talkies, his work for a film maga-
zine, his engagement while watching Romeo and Juliet, and his 
filming of the street battles in Barcelona on July 19, 1936, dur-
ing which his pregnant wife is killed by a stray bullet. From 
this point, cinema becomes the mark of trauma—overcome 

9 Ibid., 190–221.
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is fundamental to the plotline of these films, whether set in the 
past or present, with a lower-class female winning the hand of 
a member of the establishment, often a landowner or his son. 
The same plotline occurs in Spanish cinema’s biggest box-office 
draw before the war, Morena Clara (Rey, 1936), in which the Gypsy 
heroine wins the love of a lawyer, representing the marriage of 
an outcast to the law. 

That the same plotline should continue after the war 
shows the slipperiness of such fables of social integration. But 
although the marriage of the lower-class, usually Gypsy heroine 
to a wealthy, non-Gypsy male could, under the dictatorship, be 
read as a fantasy of the upper classes’ ability to co-opt the mar-
ginalized, in practice it is the heroine who does the seducing, 
consenting to marry her suitor only after he has accepted her 
popular musical tastes (flamenco or its hybridization with the 
copla as “Spanish song”). In La Lola se va a los puertos (Orduña, 
1947), the Gypsy performer refuses the love of a landowner and 
his son; in Filigrana (Luis Marquina, 1949), the Gypsy singer 
protagonist returns from triumphing in New York to buy the 
mansion of the aristocrat who seduced and abandoned her, and 
evicts him. These films have heroines whose resourcefulness 
and verbal wit outshine the usually stolid male lead. The conti-
nuity with the folkloric musical of the Republic is evident, and 
is perhaps an unacknowledged reason why the regime system-
atically repudiated the genre (the explicit reason given was that 
it depicted Spain as backward). 

The glitziness of these musicals can take on an explicit 
self-reflexive dimension, as in Luis Lucia’s 1952 Spanish-French 
coproduction El sueño de Andalucía, whose male costar was Luis 
Mariano, a Republican exile who had become a singing idol in 
France. At the film’s end, the camera draws back to reveal the 
film crew and the actors set off for Spain to see “the real thing.” 
Eduardo García Maroto, whose self-reflexive Tres eran tres is dis-
cussed below, had in 1942 made the folkloric musical Canelita en 
rama. The film parodies the stereotype of the work-shy Gypsy 
through the comic subplot of the Gypsy heroine’s male relatives 
who mimic the landowner’s luxury lifestyle, proclaiming that 
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the film combines the staginess of the folklórica’s focus on per-
formers with the use of distortions and avant-garde decor. A 
moody melodrama, it traces Manolo’s descent into alcohol-
ism as Lola, having spurned him, triumphs overseas. Reality 
and hallucination blur as Lola’s performances are represented 
through Manolo’s increasingly unhinged mind. When Manolo 
drops dead during Lola’s performance on her return to Spain, 
she too collapses, her dancing talent having deserted her now 
that Manolo is no longer dreaming her—a misogynistic mes-
sage that nevertheless questions the relation of the real and the 
imagined, especially with Lola’s final dance (her hallucination 
this time) coinciding with Manolo’s funeral. The sets blur noir 
with surrealism in an exploration of the unconscious. Serrano 
de Osma, who had been a film critic under the Republic, theo-
rized film noir (the term is not yet used) in his discussions of 
the films of Robert Siodmak and Orson Welles in the magazine 
Cine Experimental—unique among Spanish film magazines of 
the time in being aimed at connoisseurs—which he edited in 
1945–46. His 1946 first film is an extraordinary adaptation of 
Unamuno’s Abel Sánchez, using noir techniques to represent the 
disturbed psychology of the protagonist who believes himself 
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The overwhelming majority of films made in the 1940s 
were lightweight (usually romantic) comedies, many of which 
fall into the category of screwball (comedia disparatada). Curi-
ously, if films made under the Republic often had a rural setting, 
the first half of the 1940s—when the countryside was idealized 
as an antidote to the degenerate modern city—was dominated 
by the production of slick, sophisticated urban comedies: an ex-
ample of how cinema was more attuned to Hollywood and Ital-
ian “white telephone” comedy than to regime ideology. Their 
frivolous plots are often based on fake marriages that blossom 
into love despite the heroine’s desire for independence—as, for 
example, in Un marido a precio fijo (Gonzalo Delgrás, 1942) or La 
vida empieza a medianoche (Orduña, 1944), both Cifesa produc-
tions. These comedies are surprising in a period when women 
had lost all the legal rights gained under the Republic, though 
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to be guilty of murder. La sirena negra (1947), based on a novel 
by Emilia Pardo Bazán, explores the similarly disturbed psy-
chology of a death-obsessed protagonist, while his now lost La 
sombra iluminada (1947) depicted a madman wrongly accused of 
murdering his betrothed. These three experimental films have 
been dubbed his “trilogía telúrica,” after the name “los telúri-
cos” of the group of Barcelona cinema enthusiasts that Serrano 
de Osma gathered around him at that time.8 The term telluric 
refers to a return not to the earth but to the experimental primi-
tivist roots of early film theory. In this sense, Serrano de Osma’s 
films anticipate the 1948 creation of the Escuela de Altamira 
by painters inspired by the Altamira cave paintings to promote 
abstractionism. 

The resounding failure of these films, with critics and 
the public, forced Serrano de Osma to abandon experimental 
cinema, from 1947 teaching at the newly founded Instituto de 
Investigaciones y Experiencias Cinematográficas (IIEC). But 
he did not abandon it altogether, acting as technical adviser 
for Daniel Mangrané’s extraordinary Parsifal (1951). The choice 
of the Grail theme needs to be set in the context of Himmler’s 
notorious visit to the Abbey of Montserrat in October 1940, 
convinced that it was the location of the Holy Grail; indeed, 
Wagner’s libretto locates the Grail at Montsalvat in northern 
Spain. The film was released as preparations were underway 
for the 1952 International Eucharistic Congress held in Barce-
lona, and was screened on the congress’s eve. Serrano de Osma 
was brought in only after the revised version of the script was 
approved by the censors, though in the credits he is listed as 
responsible for the screenplay. The revised script adds new 
Catholic elements and a narrative frame in which soldiers tak-
ing refuge at Montserrat in a hypothetical World War III find 
a manuscript telling the story of Parsifal, which bleeds into 
the main narrative, returning at the end to the soldiers with 

8 Asier Aranzubia Cob, Carlos Serrano de Osma: Historia de una obsesión 
(Madrid: Filmoteca Española, 2007), 75–141.
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they too wouldn’t dream of working. Lucia’s 1954 remake of the 
prewar Morena Clara is a hilarious genre spoof, with a parodic 
prologue tracing the invention of flamenco back to the flight from 
ancient Egypt of a tribe persecuted by the Guardia Civil. 

Melodramas too encompass both costume drama and mod-
ern settings. The 1940s were the great period of film melodra-
ma, in Hollywood and elsewhere. The genre was known as “the 
woman’s film” because of its extreme emotions and focus on 
largely female victims. Most melodramas set in the past were ad-
aptations of literary texts. Several adapted works by conservative 
nineteenth-century novelists as a way of smuggling immoral fe-
male behavior past the censors: Alarcón in El escándalo (Saénz de 
Heredia, 1943) and El Clavo (Gil, 1944); the Jesuit Padre Coloma 
in the previously mentioned Pequeñeces. Malvaloca (Marquina, 
1942), which depicts the redemption of a fallen woman, remakes 
Perojo’s 1926 silent melodrama, itself an adaptation of a play 
by popular dramatists Serafín and Joaquín Álvarez Quintero. 
The dramatist Jacinto Benavente was another frequent source 
for melodramas, as in López Rubio’s 1940 La malquerida, pre-
viously adapted by Ricardo de Baños (1914) and in Hollywood 
(The Passion Flower, Herbert Brenon, 1921), which dramatizes the 
incestuous and murderous love of a stepfather for his stepdaugh-
ter; and in Lucia’s brilliant 1950 De mujer a mujer, which explores 
the relationship between a wife and her husband’s lover, with 
female self-sacrifice controversially taking the form of the lat-
ter’s suicide.

The extreme behavior required by the genre probably ex-
plains why so many postwar film melodramas were set in the 
past, but even the Civil War was given melodramatic treatment 
in Orduña’s 1941 Porque te vi llorar, in which an aristocrat raped 
and left pregnant by a Republican during the war finds happi-
ness with a working-class Nationalist war veteran left impotent 
by a war wound; the ideal husband is, seemingly, a castrated 
Nationalist. La calle sin sol (Gil, 1948) anticipates neorealism in 
its depiction of a French hero on the run in Barcelona’s Barrio 
Chino, using shadows, in the style of Hollywood noir, to reflect 
the suspicions about his guilt.
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the film combines the staginess of the folklórica’s focus on per-
formers with the use of distortions and avant-garde decor. A 
moody melodrama, it traces Manolo’s descent into alcohol-
ism as Lola, having spurned him, triumphs overseas. Reality 
and hallucination blur as Lola’s performances are represented 
through Manolo’s increasingly unhinged mind. When Manolo 
drops dead during Lola’s performance on her return to Spain, 
she too collapses, her dancing talent having deserted her now 
that Manolo is no longer dreaming her—a misogynistic mes-
sage that nevertheless questions the relation of the real and the 
imagined, especially with Lola’s final dance (her hallucination 
this time) coinciding with Manolo’s funeral. The sets blur noir 
with surrealism in an exploration of the unconscious. Serrano 
de Osma, who had been a film critic under the Republic, theo-
rized film noir (the term is not yet used) in his discussions of 
the films of Robert Siodmak and Orson Welles in the magazine 
Cine Experimental—unique among Spanish film magazines of 
the time in being aimed at connoisseurs—which he edited in 
1945–46. His 1946 first film is an extraordinary adaptation of 
Unamuno’s Abel Sánchez, using noir techniques to represent the 
disturbed psychology of the protagonist who believes himself 
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The overwhelming majority of films made in the 1940s 
were lightweight (usually romantic) comedies, many of which 
fall into the category of screwball (comedia disparatada). Curi-
ously, if films made under the Republic often had a rural setting, 
the first half of the 1940s—when the countryside was idealized 
as an antidote to the degenerate modern city—was dominated 
by the production of slick, sophisticated urban comedies: an ex-
ample of how cinema was more attuned to Hollywood and Ital-
ian “white telephone” comedy than to regime ideology. Their 
frivolous plots are often based on fake marriages that blossom 
into love despite the heroine’s desire for independence—as, for 
example, in Un marido a precio fijo (Gonzalo Delgrás, 1942) or La 
vida empieza a medianoche (Orduña, 1944), both Cifesa produc-
tions. These comedies are surprising in a period when women 
had lost all the legal rights gained under the Republic, though 

H
an

db
il

l f
or

 U
n 

m
ar

id
o 

a 
pr

ec
io

 fi
jo

, 
G

on
za

lo
 D

el
gr

ás
, 1

9
42

. P
ri

va
te

 c
ol

le
ct

io
n

Cinema in Postwar Spain

125

to be guilty of murder. La sirena negra (1947), based on a novel 
by Emilia Pardo Bazán, explores the similarly disturbed psy-
chology of a death-obsessed protagonist, while his now lost La 
sombra iluminada (1947) depicted a madman wrongly accused of 
murdering his betrothed. These three experimental films have 
been dubbed his “trilogía telúrica,” after the name “los telúri-
cos” of the group of Barcelona cinema enthusiasts that Serrano 
de Osma gathered around him at that time.

8
 The term telluric 

refers to a return not to the earth but to the experimental primi-
tivist roots of early film theory. In this sense, Serrano de Osma’s 
films anticipate the 1948 creation of the Escuela de Altamira 
by painters inspired by the Altamira cave paintings to promote 
abstractionism. 

The resounding failure of these films, with critics and 
the public, forced Serrano de Osma to abandon experimental 
cinema, from 1947 teaching at the newly founded Instituto de 
Investigaciones y Experiencias Cinematográficas (IIEC). But 
he did not abandon it altogether, acting as technical adviser 
for Daniel Mangrané’s extraordinary Parsifal (1951). The choice 
of the Grail theme needs to be set in the context of Himmler’s 
notorious visit to the Abbey of Montserrat in October 1940, 
convinced that it was the location of the Holy Grail; indeed, 
Wagner’s libretto locates the Grail at Montsalvat in northern 
Spain. The film was released as preparations were underway 
for the 1952 International Eucharistic Congress held in Barce-
lona, and was screened on the congress’s eve. Serrano de Osma 
was brought in only after the revised version of the script was 
approved by the censors, though in the credits he is listed as 
responsible for the screenplay. The revised script adds new 
Catholic elements and a narrative frame in which soldiers tak-
ing refuge at Montserrat in a hypothetical World War III find 
a manuscript telling the story of Parsifal, which bleeds into 
the main narrative, returning at the end to the soldiers with 

8
 Asier Aranzubia Cob, Carlos Serrano de Osma: Historia de una obsesión 
(Madrid: Filmoteca Española, 2007), 75–141.
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they too wouldn’t dream of working. Lucia’s 1954 remake of the 
prewar Morena Clara is a hilarious genre spoof, with a parodic 
prologue tracing the invention of flamenco back to the flight from 
ancient Egypt of a tribe persecuted by the Guardia Civil. 

Melodramas too encompass both costume drama and mod-
ern settings. The 1940s were the great period of film melodra-
ma, in Hollywood and elsewhere. The genre was known as “the 
woman’s film” because of its extreme emotions and focus on 
largely female victims. Most melodramas set in the past were ad-
aptations of literary texts. Several adapted works by conservative 
nineteenth-century novelists as a way of smuggling immoral fe-
male behavior past the censors: Alarcón in El escándalo (Saénz de 
Heredia, 1943) and El Clavo (Gil, 1944); the Jesuit Padre Coloma 
in the previously mentioned Pequeñeces. Malvaloca (Marquina, 
1942), which depicts the redemption of a fallen woman, remakes 
Perojo’s 1926 silent melodrama, itself an adaptation of a play 
by popular dramatists Serafín and Joaquín Álvarez Quintero. 
The dramatist Jacinto Benavente was another frequent source 
for melodramas, as in López Rubio’s 1940 La malquerida, pre-
viously adapted by Ricardo de Baños (1914) and in Hollywood 
(The Passion Flower, Herbert Brenon, 1921), which dramatizes the 
incestuous and murderous love of a stepfather for his stepdaugh-
ter; and in Lucia’s brilliant 1950 De mujer a mujer, which explores 
the relationship between a wife and her husband’s lover, with 
female self-sacrifice controversially taking the form of the lat-
ter’s suicide.

The extreme behavior required by the genre probably ex-
plains why so many postwar film melodramas were set in the 
past, but even the Civil War was given melodramatic treatment 
in Orduña’s 1941 Porque te vi llorar, in which an aristocrat raped 
and left pregnant by a Republican during the war finds happi-
ness with a working-class Nationalist war veteran left impotent 
by a war wound; the ideal husband is, seemingly, a castrated 
Nationalist. La calle sin sol (Gil, 1948) anticipates neorealism in 
its depiction of a French hero on the run in Barcelona’s Barrio 
Chino, using shadows, in the style of Hollywood noir, to reflect 
the suspicions about his guilt.
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of life in postwar Barcelona. The film inverts Hollywood film 
noir by having a female investigate a seductive but threatening 
male psychology; Andrea’s coolness contrasts with her uncles’ 
hysteria. The film ends with Andrea escaping the dark pull  
of her family’s home, but with the camera doing a final 180- 
degree turn as it is sucked back into the noir stairwell. Very 
different, Neville’s 1950 El último caballo anticipates the neo-
realist critique of urban life, but using comedy to depict the tra-
vails of a rural immigrant who can find nowhere to keep his 
horse in a Madrid taken over by the motor car. Unlike Nieves 
Conde’s Surcos of the following year, Neville’s film ends with a 
compromise as the protagonist sets up a flower-growing busi-
ness on an allotment, using his horse and cart to sell the flow-
ers in the city streets.

I conclude with two directors who made brilliant use of 
noir techniques but with no concessions to popular culture. 
Carlos Serrano de Osma’s best known film, Embrujo (1947), 
takes that most popular of postwar genres, the folkloric mu-
sical, as the basis of an experimental film in which all the 
pleasures of popular cinema are eliminated. Starring real-life 
artistic and romantic partners Lola Flores and Manolo Caracol, 
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the celebration of female independence is frequently attenuated 
by a “taming of the shrew” format. “White telephone” comedies 
declined after 1945 as hegemony passed from the Falange to 
National-Catholicism.

 The first half of the 1940s also saw several adaptations 
of novels by the humorist Wenceslao Fernández Flórez, associ-
ated with cinema since the mid-1920s.6 The most interesting 
are El destino se disculpa (Sáenz de Heredia, 1945), with “Fate” ap-
pearing as a self-reflexive narrator, and Intriga (Román, 1942), a 
spoof of a Hitchcock thriller that ends by revealing the film di-
rector to be the author of the crime. Another spoof of the thriller 
genre is Gil’s El viaje sin destino (1942), with the characters 
trapped in a Gothic mansion, set up by the organizers of a mys-
tery tour. Interestingly, the thriller is spoofed in Spanish cinema 
before thrillers start to be made in Spain, with Julio Salvador’s 
Apartado de Correos 1.001 (1950) and Ignacio F. Iquino’s Brigada 
Criminal (1951).

 Genre spoofs were in fact a staple of early Francoist cin-
ema, with parodies not only of the homegrown folkloric musi-
cal but also of stock Hollywood genres. The culmination of this 
tendency is García Maroto’s Tres eran tres (1954), a reprise of his 
three shorts made under the Republic, Una de fieras (1934), Una de 
miedo (1935), and Y ahora… una de ladrones (1936). These prewar 
shorts were scripted by Miguel Mihura, best known as founder 
in 1941 of the humorous magazine La Codorniz and as the au-
thor of absurdist dramas (he wrote the dialogues for Intriga). 
Mihura’s familiarity with Hollywood genre cinema came from 
having been hired by Cifesa in 1934 to oversee the dubbing of 
its film imports, as well as his closeness to fellow humorists 
Tono, Jardiel Poncela, and López Rubio who had all worked 
in Hollywood.7 The three shorts are parodic “makings of”: the 
first, of an ethnographic film; the second, of a vampire movie; 

6 See José Luis Castro de Paz’s important book Sombras desoladas. Costum-
brismo, humor, melancolía y reflexividad en el cine español de los años cuarenta 
(Santander: Shangrila, 2012), 98–126. 

7 Green, From Silver Screen to Spanish Stage, 10.
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the third, of a gangster film. The later Tres eran tres, scripted by 
Tono—a regular contributor to La Codorniz—changes the genres 
that are spoofed. The parodies now are aimed at Frankenstein 
(Una de monstruos, in which Frankenstein’s monster saves the 
lovers from the mad scientist); the western (Una de indios, which 
ends with the cowboys, cowgirls, and Indians setting up busi-
ness together); and the Spanish folkloric musical, spoofed via a 
“making of” that in many ways reprises Luis García Berlanga’s 
1952 classic ¡Bienvenido Míster Marshall!, scripted by Mihura. 
García Maroto’s 1954 remake is inserted into a brilliant self-
reflexive frame, parodying the courtroom drama genre as the 
producers, director, and actors of Tres son tres are tried for pla-
giarizing Hollywood, in what is also a parody of the House Un-
American Activities Committee, ending with the judge turning 
the verdict over to the audience in the cinema theater. 

¡Bienvenido Míster Marshall! is perhaps best related not  
to the oppositional neorealist cinema that emerged in the 1950s 
but to the tradition of genre spoofs that goes back to García 
Maroto’s 1930s shorts, continuing through the 1940s. The 
genres parodied in Berlanga’s film are the Spanish folkloric 
musical, Soviet socialist realism, Italian neorealism, and the 
Hollywood genres of the western, the gangster movie, and film 
noir, plus another parody of the House Un-American Activities 
Committee. Another wonderful spoof, this time of neorealism, 
is the prologue to Lucia’s 1952 Cerca de la ciudad, about a worker 
priest in Madrid’s slums, whose prologue parodies the on-loca-
tion shooting of everyday life that was fundamental to Italian 
neorealist cinema. Lucia’s film was released a year after the 
Italian Cinema Week in Madrid that introduced Spanish film-
makers to Italian neorealism, and a year after radical Falangist 
José Antonio Nieves Conde’s Surcos anticipated the neorealist 
depiction of urban squalor in its desire to encourage migrants 
to return to the countryside. Spanish neorealist cinema would 
take off from 1955 with Juan Antonio Bardem’s Muerte de un 
ciclista: once again, parody precedes the taking up of the genre 
in Spain.
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Pedro Schild also worked on the set design for La torre 
de los siete jorobados, whose underground labyrinth—a tower 
in reverse—is a tour de force of visual illusion, filmed largely 
through the use of miniature scale models. Mirrors (distorting 
and otherwise) are central to the film, based on a 1920 popular 
novel by Emilio Carrere. The capital city Madrid is literally sub-
verted by the underground labyrinth constructed by the Jews at 
the time of their expulsion in 1492, and now occupied by a gang 
of murderous hunchback counterfeiters; the happy end throws 
romantic comedy into the generic mix. Domingo de carnaval also 
mixes the thriller and romantic comedy, with its popular char-
acters, centered on the Rastro, disguised for carnival, and the 
heroine (Neville’s partner, Conchita Montes) as the amateur de-
tective who, cross-dressed as Don Juan Tenorio, solves the mur-
der. The mise-en-scène recreates Goya’s early paintings as well 
as Gutiérrez Solana’s España negra (Black Spain). El crimen de la 
calle de Bordadores is a self-reflexive thriller, based on a famous 
late nineteenth-century murder, that uses trick flashbacks to 
narrate what did not happen. The convoluted plots of all three 
films give them a parodic quality.

Neville’s other films have modern settings. La vida en 
un hilo (1945) and Nada (1947; based on Carmen Laforet’s 1945 
novel), both starring Conchita Montes, are notable for their 
female focus. A delightful comedy, La vida en un hilo alter-
nates the heroine’s actual and possible past lives, revealed to 
her by the fortune-teller—who divines the past rather than the 
future—who she meets on the train back to Madrid after her 
boring provincial husband’s funeral. As she arrives in Madrid, 
she meets the bohemian artist whose offer of a lift in the rain 
she nearly accepted in the past, and this time chooses him. The 
real and the possible blur since both are divined by the fortune-
teller (more trick flashbacks). The fun that the bohemian artist 
offers her in the flashbacks of the life she could have had with 
him provides a major critique of Francoist seriousness. Nada is 
a bleak melodrama that makes brilliant use of noir techniques 
(shadows, distorted angles, rat-in-a-trap shots, ceilings press-
ing down on the characters’ heads) to depict the oppressiveness 
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Although these genre spoofs rely on a knowledge of pop-
ular film genres for their effects, Mihura and Tono have—with 
Jardiel Poncela, López Rubio, and Neville—been linked to the 
1920s avant-garde as “the other Generation of 1927” in their 
practice of an absurdism akin to that of Ramón Gómez de la 
Serna and to José Ortega y Gasset’s advocacy of a sportive self-
reflexivity. To link them to surrealism seems inappropriate, 
for there is no interest in the workings of the unconscious; 
this is silliness for the sake of poking fun at everything. Jardiel 
Poncela, also a contributor to La Codorniz, had had his plays 
adapted for cinema since 1927, continuing through the Repub-
lic and the 1940s, though tailing off after 1947 as National-
Catholic hegemony encouraged cinema of a more moralizing 
bent (we should remember that neorealism, with its serious 
social message, was championed in Spain by radical church 
sectors). The film adaptations of Jardiel Poncela’s comedias 
disparatadas—for example, Eloísa está debajo de un almendro 
(Gil, 1943)—anticipate the screwball comedies filmed by Miguel 
Mihura’s brother Jerónimo and scripted by Miguel. These films 
use fast-paced absurdist dialogue to send up traditionalism and 
its opposite, modernization (Castillo de naipes, 1943), or the topos 
of Spanish alegría and its opposite, the capitalist work ethic 
(Mi adorado Juan, 1949). 

A similar sense of fun is found in the cinema of Edgar 
Neville, another contributor to La Codorniz. Neville’s 1941 short, 
Verbena, is a nostalgic take on the fairground as a space of self-
conscious performance, with sets by the Russian Pedro Schild 
(Pierre Schildnecht) who had worked with Perojo in France 
from 1924 to 1926 as well as on Gance’s Napoleon and Buñuel’s 
Un Chien andalou and L’Âge d’or, fleeing France for Spain on 
German occupation in 1940. Schild introduced into Spanish 
cinema the technique of matte painting on glass and the use of 
foreground miniatures to enhance visual illusion—in keeping 
with the illusionist tricks of the fairground artists (fire-eater, 
bearded lady, decapitated head) featured in the film. Verbena 
has been seen as influenced by Todd Browning’s 1932 Freaks, 
though Neville left Hollywood in 1931; it also draws on the 
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cult of the fairground by the prewar Spanish avant-garde (the 
verbena paintings of Maruja Mallo, the 1930 experimental doc-
umentary Esencia de verbena by Ernesto Giménez Caballero). 
Verbena’s self-reflexivity is compounded by the insertion into 
the fairground fun of a gangster movie plot, whose foiling 
allows the performance to continue. This short anticipates the 
stylized vision of Madrid popular culture in Neville’s La torre 
de los siete jorobados (1944), Domingo de carnaval (1945), and El 
crimen de la calle de Bordadores (1946), which mix noir effects 
and the grotesque with the fantastic, the Gothic, and the thrill-
er. All three films are costume dramas, with their fast-paced 
witty popular speech evoking the sainete tradition of the late 
1800s and early 1900s; popular musical hall (café cantante) ap-
pears in the first and last film, while the second is set against 
the popular antics of carnival, relayed through the grotesque 
aesthetic of painter José Gutiérrez Solana, who worked with 
Neville on the sets. Neville’s cinema has been seen as draw-
ing on a Spanish national tradition of the grotesque (Goya’s 
black period, Valle-Inclán’s esperpento), but its genre mixing, 
in addition to crossing high and low culture, goes beyond the 
national.
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cannon to repel the French at the siege of Zaragoza depicted in 
prints from the time of the War of Independence (1808–14) and 
in Goya’s Disasters of War. Agustina de Aragón is an extraordinary 
celebration of female courage in the face of male pusillanimity, 
reversing Francoist gender norms. Orduña seems to have felt a 
need to contain this female strength, since the action is framed 
by Agustina, now a demure matron, kneeling to receive a medal 
from the despot Fernando VII, returned to the throne on Napo-
leon’s defeat. This split representation of Agustina is reproduced 
on the film’s poster, which places her matronly image above 
that of her firing the phallic cannon. 

Although Cifesa only made four patriotic epics, several 
other films on (mostly medieval) national history were made 
by other companies between 1943 and 1951. The genre was intro-
duced into postwar Spain by Cesáreo González’s Suevia Films 
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It is also worth noting that 1940s popular cinema is remarkably 
woman-centered, contradicting the regime’s misogyny, while 
those directors who attempt to create art cinema focus on male 
dramas (Neville is again the exception). The same would be true 
of 1950s neorealist cinema, which is a step forward in terms of 
artistry and political critique but a step backward in terms of the 
depiction of gender. 
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its opposite, modernization (Castillo de naipes, 1943), or the topos 
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Verbena, is a nostalgic take on the fairground as a space of self-
conscious performance, with sets by the Russian Pedro Schild 
(Pierre Schildnecht) who had worked with Perojo in France 
from 1924 to 1926 as well as on Gance’s Napoleon and Buñuel’s 
Un Chien andalou and L’Âge d’or, fleeing France for Spain on 
German occupation in 1940. Schild introduced into Spanish 
cinema the technique of matte painting on glass and the use of 
foreground miniatures to enhance visual illusion—in keeping 
with the illusionist tricks of the fairground artists (fire-eater, 
bearded lady, decapitated head) featured in the film. Verbena 
has been seen as influenced by Todd Browning’s 1932 Freaks, 
though Neville left Hollywood in 1931; it also draws on the 
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cult of the fairground by the prewar Spanish avant-garde (the 
verbena paintings of Maruja Mallo, the 1930 experimental doc-
umentary Esencia de verbena by Ernesto Giménez Caballero). 
Verbena’s self-reflexivity is compounded by the insertion into 
the fairground fun of a gangster movie plot, whose foiling 
allows the performance to continue. This short anticipates the 
stylized vision of Madrid popular culture in Neville’s La torre 
de los siete jorobados (1944), Domingo de carnaval (1945), and El 
crimen de la calle de Bordadores (1946), which mix noir effects 
and the grotesque with the fantastic, the Gothic, and the thrill-
er. All three films are costume dramas, with their fast-paced 
witty popular speech evoking the sainete tradition of the late 
1800s and early 1900s; popular musical hall (café cantante) ap-
pears in the first and last film, while the second is set against 
the popular antics of carnival, relayed through the grotesque 
aesthetic of painter José Gutiérrez Solana, who worked with 
Neville on the sets. Neville’s cinema has been seen as draw-
ing on a Spanish national tradition of the grotesque (Goya’s 
black period, Valle-Inclán’s esperpento), but its genre mixing, 
in addition to crossing high and low culture, goes beyond the 
national.
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cannon to repel the French at the siege of Zaragoza depicted in 
prints from the time of the War of Independence (1808–14) and 
in Goya’s Disasters of War. Agustina de Aragón is an extraordinary 
celebration of female courage in the face of male pusillanimity, 
reversing Francoist gender norms. Orduña seems to have felt a 
need to contain this female strength, since the action is framed 
by Agustina, now a demure matron, kneeling to receive a medal 
from the despot Fernando VII, returned to the throne on Napo-
leon’s defeat. This split representation of Agustina is reproduced 
on the film’s poster, which places her matronly image above 
that of her firing the phallic cannon. 

Although Cifesa only made four patriotic epics, several 
other films on (mostly medieval) national history were made 
by other companies between 1943 and 1951. The genre was intro-
duced into postwar Spain by Cesáreo González’s Suevia Films 
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It is also worth noting that 1940s popular cinema is remarkably 
woman-centered, contradicting the regime’s misogyny, while 
those directors who attempt to create art cinema focus on male 
dramas (Neville is again the exception). The same would be true 
of 1950s neorealist cinema, which is a step forward in terms of 
artistry and political critique but a step backward in terms of the 
depiction of gender. 
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the third, of a gangster film. The later Tres eran tres, scripted by 
Tono—a regular contributor to La Codorniz—changes the genres 
that are spoofed. The parodies now are aimed at Frankenstein 
(Una de monstruos, in which Frankenstein’s monster saves the 
lovers from the mad scientist); the western (Una de indios, which 
ends with the cowboys, cowgirls, and Indians setting up busi-
ness together); and the Spanish folkloric musical, spoofed via a 
“making of” that in many ways reprises Luis García Berlanga’s 
1952 classic ¡Bienvenido Míster Marshall!, scripted by Mihura. 
García Maroto’s 1954 remake is inserted into a brilliant self-
reflexive frame, parodying the courtroom drama genre as the 
producers, director, and actors of Tres son tres are tried for pla-
giarizing Hollywood, in what is also a parody of the House Un-
American Activities Committee, ending with the judge turning 
the verdict over to the audience in the cinema theater. 

¡Bienvenido Míster Marshall! is perhaps best related not  
to the oppositional neorealist cinema that emerged in the 1950s 
but to the tradition of genre spoofs that goes back to García 
Maroto’s 1930s shorts, continuing through the 1940s. The 
genres parodied in Berlanga’s film are the Spanish folkloric 
musical, Soviet socialist realism, Italian neorealism, and the 
Hollywood genres of the western, the gangster movie, and film 
noir, plus another parody of the House Un-American Activities 
Committee. Another wonderful spoof, this time of neorealism, 
is the prologue to Lucia’s 1952 Cerca de la ciudad, about a worker 
priest in Madrid’s slums, whose prologue parodies the on-loca-
tion shooting of everyday life that was fundamental to Italian 
neorealist cinema. Lucia’s film was released a year after the 
Italian Cinema Week in Madrid that introduced Spanish film-
makers to Italian neorealism, and a year after radical Falangist 
José Antonio Nieves Conde’s Surcos anticipated the neorealist 
depiction of urban squalor in its desire to encourage migrants 
to return to the countryside. Spanish neorealist cinema would 
take off from 1955 with Juan Antonio Bardem’s Muerte de un 
ciclista: once again, parody precedes the taking up of the genre 
in Spain.
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Pedro Schild also worked on the set design for La torre 
de los siete jorobados, whose underground labyrinth—a tower 
in reverse—is a tour de force of visual illusion, filmed largely 
through the use of miniature scale models. Mirrors (distorting 
and otherwise) are central to the film, based on a 1920 popular 
novel by Emilio Carrere. The capital city Madrid is literally sub-
verted by the underground labyrinth constructed by the Jews at 
the time of their expulsion in 1492, and now occupied by a gang 
of murderous hunchback counterfeiters; the happy end throws 
romantic comedy into the generic mix. Domingo de carnaval also 
mixes the thriller and romantic comedy, with its popular char-
acters, centered on the Rastro, disguised for carnival, and the 
heroine (Neville’s partner, Conchita Montes) as the amateur de-
tective who, cross-dressed as Don Juan Tenorio, solves the mur-
der. The mise-en-scène recreates Goya’s early paintings as well 
as Gutiérrez Solana’s España negra (Black Spain). El crimen de la 
calle de Bordadores is a self-reflexive thriller, based on a famous 
late nineteenth-century murder, that uses trick flashbacks to 
narrate what did not happen. The convoluted plots of all three 
films give them a parodic quality.

Neville’s other films have modern settings. La vida en 
un hilo (1945) and Nada (1947; based on Carmen Laforet’s 1945 
novel), both starring Conchita Montes, are notable for their 
female focus. A delightful comedy, La vida en un hilo alter-
nates the heroine’s actual and possible past lives, revealed to 
her by the fortune-teller—who divines the past rather than the 
future—who she meets on the train back to Madrid after her 
boring provincial husband’s funeral. As she arrives in Madrid, 
she meets the bohemian artist whose offer of a lift in the rain 
she nearly accepted in the past, and this time chooses him. The 
real and the possible blur since both are divined by the fortune-
teller (more trick flashbacks). The fun that the bohemian artist 
offers her in the flashbacks of the life she could have had with 
him provides a major critique of Francoist seriousness. Nada is 
a bleak melodrama that makes brilliant use of noir techniques 
(shadows, distorted angles, rat-in-a-trap shots, ceilings press-
ing down on the characters’ heads) to depict the oppressiveness 
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of life in postwar Barcelona. The film inverts Hollywood film 
noir by having a female investigate a seductive but threatening 
male psychology; Andrea’s coolness contrasts with her uncles’ 
hysteria. The film ends with Andrea escaping the dark pull  
of her family’s home, but with the camera doing a final 180- 
degree turn as it is sucked back into the noir stairwell. Very 
different, Neville’s 1950 El último caballo anticipates the neo-
realist critique of urban life, but using comedy to depict the tra-
vails of a rural immigrant who can find nowhere to keep his 
horse in a Madrid taken over by the motor car. Unlike Nieves 
Conde’s Surcos of the following year, Neville’s film ends with a 
compromise as the protagonist sets up a flower-growing busi-
ness on an allotment, using his horse and cart to sell the flow-
ers in the city streets.

I conclude with two directors who made brilliant use of 
noir techniques but with no concessions to popular culture. 
Carlos Serrano de Osma’s best known film, Embrujo (1947), 
takes that most popular of postwar genres, the folkloric mu-
sical, as the basis of an experimental film in which all the 
pleasures of popular cinema are eliminated. Starring real-life 
artistic and romantic partners Lola Flores and Manolo Caracol, 
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the film combines the staginess of the folklórica’s focus on per-
formers with the use of distortions and avant-garde decor. A 
moody melodrama, it traces Manolo’s descent into alcohol-
ism as Lola, having spurned him, triumphs overseas. Reality 
and hallucination blur as Lola’s performances are represented 
through Manolo’s increasingly unhinged mind. When Manolo 
drops dead during Lola’s performance on her return to Spain, 
she too collapses, her dancing talent having deserted her now 
that Manolo is no longer dreaming her—a misogynistic mes-
sage that nevertheless questions the relation of the real and the 
imagined, especially with Lola’s final dance (her hallucination 
this time) coinciding with Manolo’s funeral. The sets blur noir 
with surrealism in an exploration of the unconscious. Serrano 
de Osma, who had been a film critic under the Republic, theo-
rized film noir (the term is not yet used) in his discussions of 
the films of Robert Siodmak and Orson Welles in the magazine 
Cine Experimental—unique among Spanish film magazines of 
the time in being aimed at connoisseurs—which he edited in 
1945–46. His 1946 first film is an extraordinary adaptation of 
Unamuno’s Abel Sánchez, using noir techniques to represent the 
disturbed psychology of the protagonist who believes himself 
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to be guilty of murder. La sirena negra (1947), based on a novel 
by Emilia Pardo Bazán, explores the similarly disturbed psy-
chology of a death-obsessed protagonist, while his now lost La 
sombra iluminada (1947) depicted a madman wrongly accused of 
murdering his betrothed. These three experimental films have 
been dubbed his “trilogía telúrica,” after the name “los telúri-
cos” of the group of Barcelona cinema enthusiasts that Serrano 
de Osma gathered around him at that time.

8
 The term telluric 

refers to a return not to the earth but to the experimental primi-
tivist roots of early film theory. In this sense, Serrano de Osma’s 
films anticipate the 1948 creation of the Escuela de Altamira 
by painters inspired by the Altamira cave paintings to promote 
abstractionism. 

The resounding failure of these films, with critics and 
the public, forced Serrano de Osma to abandon experimental 
cinema, from 1947 teaching at the newly founded Instituto de 
Investigaciones y Experiencias Cinematográficas (IIEC). But 
he did not abandon it altogether, acting as technical adviser 
for Daniel Mangrané’s extraordinary Parsifal (1951). The choice 
of the Grail theme needs to be set in the context of Himmler’s 
notorious visit to the Abbey of Montserrat in October 1940, 
convinced that it was the location of the Holy Grail; indeed, 
Wagner’s libretto locates the Grail at Montsalvat in northern 
Spain. The film was released as preparations were underway 
for the 1952 International Eucharistic Congress held in Barce-
lona, and was screened on the congress’s eve. Serrano de Osma 
was brought in only after the revised version of the script was 
approved by the censors, though in the credits he is listed as 
responsible for the screenplay. The revised script adds new 
Catholic elements and a narrative frame in which soldiers tak-
ing refuge at Montserrat in a hypothetical World War III find 
a manuscript telling the story of Parsifal, which bleeds into 
the main narrative, returning at the end to the soldiers with 

8
 Asier Aranzubia Cob, Carlos Serrano de Osma: Historia de una obsesión 
(Madrid: Filmoteca Española, 2007), 75–141.
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the film combines the staginess of the folklórica’s focus on per-
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drops dead during Lola’s performance on her return to Spain, 
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to be guilty of murder. La sirena negra (1947), based on a novel 
by Emilia Pardo Bazán, explores the similarly disturbed psy-
chology of a death-obsessed protagonist, while his now lost La 
sombra iluminada (1947) depicted a madman wrongly accused of 
murdering his betrothed. These three experimental films have 
been dubbed his “trilogía telúrica,” after the name “los telúri-
cos” of the group of Barcelona cinema enthusiasts that Serrano 
de Osma gathered around him at that time.8 The term telluric 
refers to a return not to the earth but to the experimental primi-
tivist roots of early film theory. In this sense, Serrano de Osma’s 
films anticipate the 1948 creation of the Escuela de Altamira 
by painters inspired by the Altamira cave paintings to promote 
abstractionism. 

The resounding failure of these films, with critics and 
the public, forced Serrano de Osma to abandon experimental 
cinema, from 1947 teaching at the newly founded Instituto de 
Investigaciones y Experiencias Cinematográficas (IIEC). But 
he did not abandon it altogether, acting as technical adviser 
for Daniel Mangrané’s extraordinary Parsifal (1951). The choice 
of the Grail theme needs to be set in the context of Himmler’s 
notorious visit to the Abbey of Montserrat in October 1940, 
convinced that it was the location of the Holy Grail; indeed, 
Wagner’s libretto locates the Grail at Montsalvat in northern 
Spain. The film was released as preparations were underway 
for the 1952 International Eucharistic Congress held in Barce-
lona, and was screened on the congress’s eve. Serrano de Osma 
was brought in only after the revised version of the script was 
approved by the censors, though in the credits he is listed as 
responsible for the screenplay. The revised script adds new 
Catholic elements and a narrative frame in which soldiers tak-
ing refuge at Montserrat in a hypothetical World War III find 
a manuscript telling the story of Parsifal, which bleeds into 
the main narrative, returning at the end to the soldiers with 

8 Asier Aranzubia Cob, Carlos Serrano de Osma: Historia de una obsesión 
(Madrid: Filmoteca Española, 2007), 75–141.
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of life in postwar Barcelona. The film inverts Hollywood film 
noir by having a female investigate a seductive but threatening 
male psychology; Andrea’s coolness contrasts with her uncles’ 
hysteria. The film ends with Andrea escaping the dark pull  
of her family’s home, but with the camera doing a final 180- 
degree turn as it is sucked back into the noir stairwell. Very 
different, Neville’s 1950 El último caballo anticipates the neo-
realist critique of urban life, but using comedy to depict the tra-
vails of a rural immigrant who can find nowhere to keep his 
horse in a Madrid taken over by the motor car. Unlike Nieves 
Conde’s Surcos of the following year, Neville’s film ends with a 
compromise as the protagonist sets up a flower-growing busi-
ness on an allotment, using his horse and cart to sell the flow-
ers in the city streets.

I conclude with two directors who made brilliant use of 
noir techniques but with no concessions to popular culture. 
Carlos Serrano de Osma’s best known film, Embrujo (1947), 
takes that most popular of postwar genres, the folkloric mu-
sical, as the basis of an experimental film in which all the 
pleasures of popular cinema are eliminated. Starring real-life 
artistic and romantic partners Lola Flores and Manolo Caracol, 
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an intertitle announcing the emergence of faith from the ruins 
of war.9 

The film is, indeed, an incoherent mix of Aryan and Catholic 
imagery, with the Tarzan-like Parsifal, as he reaches Montserrat, 
morphing into a Victorian Christ figure, and with the tempt-
ress Kundry morphing into Mary Magdalene. The child Parsifal 
and his mother (played by Russian-French ballerina Ludmilla 
Tchérina) are stereotypically Aryan, but with the same actress 
playing the dark-haired temptress Kundry. Cecilio Panigua’s 
photography of the mountain scenery is impressively primitivist, 
while the set designs of painter José Caballero, particularly the 
Garden of Deadly Sins based on Bosch’s paintings, verge on the 
surrealist, referring back to Caballero’s prewar work. The whole 
film has a painterly quality, with its slow pace and tableaux 
effects. While we do not know exactly what Serrano de Osma’s 
contribution was, the film’s primitivist and surreal aesthetic 
follows logically from his earlier experimental films.

Serrano de Osma also helped to finance and produce what 
is perhaps the most self-reflexive film in the history of Spanish 
cinema: Lorenç Llobet-Gràcia’s Vida en sombras (1948). The 
Catalan amateur cinema movement, in which Llobet-Gràcia 
was a major figure, spurned commercial cinema, insisting on 
artistic quality. This only incursion into commercial cinema by 
Llobet-Gràcia was dogged by failure, obtaining no state fund-
ing toward production costs, and then granted a Third Class 
rating, limiting exhibition to neighborhood cinemas. When 
finally released in 1953, it went unnoticed till its restoration 
in 1983. The life of the filmmaker protagonist is marked by 
cinema at every stage: born during a fairground “cinema of 
attractions” show, we are taken through his boyhood viewing 
of silent cinema and the first talkies, his work for a film maga-
zine, his engagement while watching Romeo and Juliet, and his 
filming of the street battles in Barcelona on July 19, 1936, dur-
ing which his pregnant wife is killed by a stray bullet. From 
this point, cinema becomes the mark of trauma—overcome 

9 Ibid., 190–221.
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the third, of a gangster film. The later Tres eran tres, scripted by 
Tono—a regular contributor to La Codorniz—changes the genres 
that are spoofed. The parodies now are aimed at Frankenstein 
(Una de monstruos, in which Frankenstein’s monster saves the 
lovers from the mad scientist); the western (Una de indios, which 
ends with the cowboys, cowgirls, and Indians setting up busi-
ness together); and the Spanish folkloric musical, spoofed via a 
“making of” that in many ways reprises Luis García Berlanga’s 
1952 classic ¡Bienvenido Míster Marshall!, scripted by Mihura. 
García Maroto’s 1954 remake is inserted into a brilliant self-
reflexive frame, parodying the courtroom drama genre as the 
producers, director, and actors of Tres son tres are tried for pla-
giarizing Hollywood, in what is also a parody of the House Un-
American Activities Committee, ending with the judge turning 
the verdict over to the audience in the cinema theater. 

¡Bienvenido Míster Marshall! is perhaps best related not  
to the oppositional neorealist cinema that emerged in the 1950s 
but to the tradition of genre spoofs that goes back to García 
Maroto’s 1930s shorts, continuing through the 1940s. The 
genres parodied in Berlanga’s film are the Spanish folkloric 
musical, Soviet socialist realism, Italian neorealism, and the 
Hollywood genres of the western, the gangster movie, and film 
noir, plus another parody of the House Un-American Activities 
Committee. Another wonderful spoof, this time of neorealism, 
is the prologue to Lucia’s 1952 Cerca de la ciudad, about a worker 
priest in Madrid’s slums, whose prologue parodies the on-loca-
tion shooting of everyday life that was fundamental to Italian 
neorealist cinema. Lucia’s film was released a year after the 
Italian Cinema Week in Madrid that introduced Spanish film-
makers to Italian neorealism, and a year after radical Falangist 
José Antonio Nieves Conde’s Surcos anticipated the neorealist 
depiction of urban squalor in its desire to encourage migrants 
to return to the countryside. Spanish neorealist cinema would 
take off from 1955 with Juan Antonio Bardem’s Muerte de un 
ciclista: once again, parody precedes the taking up of the genre 
in Spain.
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Pedro Schild also worked on the set design for La torre 
de los siete jorobados, whose underground labyrinth—a tower 
in reverse—is a tour de force of visual illusion, filmed largely 
through the use of miniature scale models. Mirrors (distorting 
and otherwise) are central to the film, based on a 1920 popular 
novel by Emilio Carrere. The capital city Madrid is literally sub-
verted by the underground labyrinth constructed by the Jews at 
the time of their expulsion in 1492, and now occupied by a gang 
of murderous hunchback counterfeiters; the happy end throws 
romantic comedy into the generic mix. Domingo de carnaval also 
mixes the thriller and romantic comedy, with its popular char-
acters, centered on the Rastro, disguised for carnival, and the 
heroine (Neville’s partner, Conchita Montes) as the amateur de-
tective who, cross-dressed as Don Juan Tenorio, solves the mur-
der. The mise-en-scène recreates Goya’s early paintings as well 
as Gutiérrez Solana’s España negra (Black Spain). El crimen de la 
calle de Bordadores is a self-reflexive thriller, based on a famous 
late nineteenth-century murder, that uses trick flashbacks to 
narrate what did not happen. The convoluted plots of all three 
films give them a parodic quality.

Neville’s other films have modern settings. La vida en 
un hilo (1945) and Nada (1947; based on Carmen Laforet’s 1945 
novel), both starring Conchita Montes, are notable for their 
female focus. A delightful comedy, La vida en un hilo alter-
nates the heroine’s actual and possible past lives, revealed to 
her by the fortune-teller—who divines the past rather than the 
future—who she meets on the train back to Madrid after her 
boring provincial husband’s funeral. As she arrives in Madrid, 
she meets the bohemian artist whose offer of a lift in the rain 
she nearly accepted in the past, and this time chooses him. The 
real and the possible blur since both are divined by the fortune-
teller (more trick flashbacks). The fun that the bohemian artist 
offers her in the flashbacks of the life she could have had with 
him provides a major critique of Francoist seriousness. Nada is 
a bleak melodrama that makes brilliant use of noir techniques 
(shadows, distorted angles, rat-in-a-trap shots, ceilings press-
ing down on the characters’ heads) to depict the oppressiveness 
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(founded 1940) with El abanderado (Eusebio Fernández Ardavín, 
1943) on the War of Independence; another historical war film, 
Los últimos de Filipinas (Román, 1945), depicted the futile hero-
ism of the Spanish troops who held out in the Philippines after 
the Spanish-American War of 1898 was over. The patriotism 
of the remaining films on national history is largely limited to 
the fact that their protagonists—overwhelmingly female and 
mostly taking the reins of power to compensate for kings de-
voted to poetry and women—are Spanish. 

In addition to these representations of national history, 
a much larger number of costume dramas were made, includ-
ing by Cifesa, sometimes with historical protagonists but fic-
tional plots—as in the musical romp La princesa de los Ursinos 
(Lucia, 1947)—but mostly purely fictional. The vogue for cos-
tume drama was in line with other national film industries, no-
tably the contemporaneous British Gainsborough productions. 
Costume drama is a notoriously self-reflexive genre because of 
its view of history as dressing up and performance. This al-
lows plots driven by mistaken identities, creating a very post-
modern view of identity as masquerade. The vast majority of 
costume dramas were, as in other national cinemas, set in the 
nineteenth century, allowing elaborate female costumes with 
(relatively) low necklines—costume dramas were the one genre 
where escotes were allowed. 

Many costume dramas are folkloric musicals. Those set 
in the nineteenth century showcase female Gypsy singers and 
sympathetic bandits, whose stereotypical costumes produce a 
self-reflexive staginess. These films are generic hybrids, mix-
ing costume drama with romantic comedy and/or melodrama. 
Folkloric musicals set in the present are equally stagey thanks 
to the heroine’s habit of bursting into song. Eva Woods Peiró 
has proposed that the folkloric musical genre is a celebration of 
modernity, since the lower-class female protagonist frequently 
triumphs as a star in Paris, Havana, or New York.5 Social ascent 

5 Eva Woods Peiró, White Gypsies: Race and Stardom in Spanish Musicals 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012).
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finally by his viewing of Hitchcock’s Rebecca in which he iden-
tifies with Laurence Olivier’s obsessive guilt at his first wife’s 
death, freeing him to return to filmmaking. Vida en sombras 
ends with the film crew shooting the start of the protagonist’s 
film Sombras, which is the first scene of the film we have been 
watching. A homage to the history of cinema, the film asks 
questions about the relation between fiction and documentary, 
about the ethics of the war reporter, and about the psycho-
logical effects of the projective identification that cinema al-
lows. It is also technically sophisticated in its handling of light 
and shadow, mise-en-scène, and camerawork, not to mention 
Fernando Fernán Gómez’s expressive minimalist acting. 

I have ended with Neville, Serrano de Osma, and Llobet-
Gràcia to show that 1940s Spain produced a number of films 
that are artistically brilliant, as well as a large output of popular 
films that do not always comply with regime ideology. I have only 
mentioned briefly the opposition neorealist cinema that emerged 
in the course of the 1950s, since that story is well known. I hope 
to have shown that self-reflexivity, often seen as the hallmark 
of art cinema, is also a major feature of popular cinema—some-
thing that allows Neville, perhaps uniquely, to straddle the two. 
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Although these genre spoofs rely on a knowledge of pop-
ular film genres for their effects, Mihura and Tono have—with 
Jardiel Poncela, López Rubio, and Neville—been linked to the 
1920s avant-garde as “the other Generation of 1927” in their 
practice of an absurdism akin to that of Ramón Gómez de la 
Serna and to José Ortega y Gasset’s advocacy of a sportive self-
reflexivity. To link them to surrealism seems inappropriate, 
for there is no interest in the workings of the unconscious; 
this is silliness for the sake of poking fun at everything. Jardiel 
Poncela, also a contributor to La Codorniz, had had his plays 
adapted for cinema since 1927, continuing through the Repub-
lic and the 1940s, though tailing off after 1947 as National-
Catholic hegemony encouraged cinema of a more moralizing 
bent (we should remember that neorealism, with its serious 
social message, was championed in Spain by radical church 
sectors). The film adaptations of Jardiel Poncela’s comedias 
disparatadas—for example, Eloísa está debajo de un almendro 
(Gil, 1943)—anticipate the screwball comedies filmed by Miguel 
Mihura’s brother Jerónimo and scripted by Miguel. These films 
use fast-paced absurdist dialogue to send up traditionalism and 
its opposite, modernization (Castillo de naipes, 1943), or the topos 
of Spanish alegría and its opposite, the capitalist work ethic 
(Mi adorado Juan, 1949). 

A similar sense of fun is found in the cinema of Edgar 
Neville, another contributor to La Codorniz. Neville’s 1941 short, 
Verbena, is a nostalgic take on the fairground as a space of self-
conscious performance, with sets by the Russian Pedro Schild 
(Pierre Schildnecht) who had worked with Perojo in France 
from 1924 to 1926 as well as on Gance’s Napoleon and Buñuel’s 
Un Chien andalou and L’Âge d’or, fleeing France for Spain on 
German occupation in 1940. Schild introduced into Spanish 
cinema the technique of matte painting on glass and the use of 
foreground miniatures to enhance visual illusion—in keeping 
with the illusionist tricks of the fairground artists (fire-eater, 
bearded lady, decapitated head) featured in the film. Verbena 
has been seen as influenced by Todd Browning’s 1932 Freaks, 
though Neville left Hollywood in 1931; it also draws on the 
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cult of the fairground by the prewar Spanish avant-garde (the 
verbena paintings of Maruja Mallo, the 1930 experimental doc-
umentary Esencia de verbena by Ernesto Giménez Caballero). 
Verbena’s self-reflexivity is compounded by the insertion into 
the fairground fun of a gangster movie plot, whose foiling 
allows the performance to continue. This short anticipates the 
stylized vision of Madrid popular culture in Neville’s La torre 
de los siete jorobados (1944), Domingo de carnaval (1945), and El 
crimen de la calle de Bordadores (1946), which mix noir effects 
and the grotesque with the fantastic, the Gothic, and the thrill-
er. All three films are costume dramas, with their fast-paced 
witty popular speech evoking the sainete tradition of the late 
1800s and early 1900s; popular musical hall (café cantante) ap-
pears in the first and last film, while the second is set against 
the popular antics of carnival, relayed through the grotesque 
aesthetic of painter José Gutiérrez Solana, who worked with 
Neville on the sets. Neville’s cinema has been seen as draw-
ing on a Spanish national tradition of the grotesque (Goya’s 
black period, Valle-Inclán’s esperpento), but its genre mixing, 
in addition to crossing high and low culture, goes beyond the 
national.
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cannon to repel the French at the siege of Zaragoza depicted in 
prints from the time of the War of Independence (1808–14) and 
in Goya’s Disasters of War. Agustina de Aragón is an extraordinary 
celebration of female courage in the face of male pusillanimity, 
reversing Francoist gender norms. Orduña seems to have felt a 
need to contain this female strength, since the action is framed 
by Agustina, now a demure matron, kneeling to receive a medal 
from the despot Fernando VII, returned to the throne on Napo-
leon’s defeat. This split representation of Agustina is reproduced 
on the film’s poster, which places her matronly image above 
that of her firing the phallic cannon. 

Although Cifesa only made four patriotic epics, several 
other films on (mostly medieval) national history were made 
by other companies between 1943 and 1951. The genre was intro-
duced into postwar Spain by Cesáreo González’s Suevia Films 
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It is also worth noting that 1940s popular cinema is remarkably 
woman-centered, contradicting the regime’s misogyny, while 
those directors who attempt to create art cinema focus on male 
dramas (Neville is again the exception). The same would be true 
of 1950s neorealist cinema, which is a step forward in terms of 
artistry and political critique but a step backward in terms of the 
depiction of gender. 
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Enrique Herreros,  
or Life as a Collage 

José Luis Rodríguez de la Flor

Herreros’s La Codorniz Takes Flight

An early cartoon published by Enrique Herreros in La Codorniz 
(no. 352, August 8, 1948) shows a duel between two swordsmen. 
The protagonists, both very similar, pierce each other’s breast 
in synchronized fashion. The scene is watched by two seconds, 
typical Herreros-style monos,1 who point to the scene while argu-
ing absurdly over who has won. From both swords there falls 
a drop of blood. With allegorical black humor, Herreros thus 
describes the consequences of the Spanish Civil War, that duel 
to the death.

Buried, fractured, and divided beneath the rubble of that 
confrontation lay a whole generation of humorists, those who 
had created the so-called new humor in the 1920s. This genera-
tion had an imprecise number of members, one of whom was the 
young Enrique Herreros, destined to revolutionize the humorous 
graphic illustration of the second half of the twentieth century.

When the first issue of La Codorniz (The Quail) appeared 
on June 8, 1941, the situation for humor in Spain was lugubrious 
rather than festive, and more Edgar Allan Poe than poetic. For 
the Romantic writer Mariano José de Larra, to write in Spain 
was to weep; for Enrique Herreros, being a humorous cartoonist 
at that time was to howl. In those years, a comic illustrator could 

1 Monos (monkeys) is the name given to recurring figures that appear 
in multiple vignettes and establish or specify the style of a cartoonist. 
Herreros’s are little men with long beards and indefinable overcoats 
who crop up all over the magazine.
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that he had already had Martyre! in his possession in 1950, 
and that he used it as a creative and inspirational source.

Nothing more was known of these compositions until a year 
after the 1975 exhibition. In January 1976, and only until Janu-
ary 1977, La Codorniz began the occasional publication of series 
by Herreros entitled “Páginas de otro siglo que parecen de este” 
(Pages from Another Century that Look Like This One), “Trozos 
escogidos de folletín (para almas sensibles y corazón no tanto)” 
(Chosen Pieces of Melodrama [for Sensitive Souls and Hearts Less 
So]), and “Retratos” (Portraits).18 All are collages made in the man-
ner of Max Ernst, and they number more than one hundred. Some 
forty of them, unconnected among themselves, belong to the old 

18 The collage “Páginas de otro siglo que parecen de este,” La Codorniz (Ma-
drid), no. 1782, August 15, 1976, shows the clear influence on Herreros 
of Martyre! (plate reproduced on page 505) and Ernst (the same collage 
in La cour du dragon, plate reproduced on page 364). Another example 
is “Trozos escogidos de folletín (Para almas sensibles y corazones no 
tanto),” La Codorniz (Madrid), no. 1772, June 6, 1976, where the collage, 
under the free influence of Ernst, is in the same section and on the same 
page, but bears no direct relation with Martyre! or La cour du dragon. See 
also “Retratos,” La Codorniz (Madrid), no. 1799, December 12, 1976.

José Luis Rodríguez de la Flor
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Ramón Gómez de la Serna’s essay on the “gravity and impor-
tance of humor”

8
 treated humor as a vital source of inspiration for 

contemporary art. Herreros assimilated this progressive concept 
and offered his plastic rendition of radical modernity through the 
collages and photomontages published in La Codorniz or kept in 
the foundation that bears his name yet never exhibited.

Fortunately, Enrique Herreros was able to see the success 
of his enterprise and the consolidation of his aims during his 
lifetime. Many years and a certain amount of unjust neglect had 
to go by before Surrealismo en España (Surrealism in Spain), an ex-
hibition curated by Francisco Calvo Serraller and Ángel González, 
opened in 1975 at Galería Multitud in Madrid. Besides the con-
secrated works of Picasso, Salvador Dalí, Antoni Tàpies, Maruja 
Mallo, Joan Miró, Óscar Domínguez, and Ángel Ferrant, there 
was also a section dedicated to Spain’s Surrealist collage artists. 
Here, three names stood out: Alfonso Buñuel, Adriano del Valle, 
and Enrique Herreros. Five of Herreros’s collages were shown, 
undated and with no bibliographical references. His biography in 
the catalogue is the briefest of them all: “Humorist. Contributor 
to La Codorniz. Painter and engraver.”

9
 This marks the culmina-

tion of Herreros’s aspirations by combining his facets as a humor-
ist and an artist. The catalogue entry confirms that Herreros’s 
humor is linked to an artistic process.

The year 1975 was key in two respects. In the first place, 
Herreros won recognition as an avant-garde artist, and in addi-
tion, but no less importantly, the appearance of those five collages 
indicated the start of a phase of outstanding technical experimen-
tation. For those collages, and others that were to appear later, are 
directly related to one of the great artists of European Surrealism, 
Max Ernst.

To understand the origin and development of this impor-
tant connection, we must return to La Codorniz.

8 
Ramón Gómez de la Serna, “Gravedad e importancia del humorismo,” 
Revista de Occidente (Madrid), February 28, 1928, 348–60.

9 
Francisco Calvo Serraller and Ángel González García, El Surrealismo en 
España, exh. cat. Galería Multitud (Madrid, 1975).
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In 1945, Álvaro de Laiglesia became editor in chief of the 
weekly following the resignation of Miguel Mihura, provoking a 
shift toward greater social criticism. It was from this period until 
1954 that Herreros, having been granted complete freedom by 
Laiglesia, produced more than sixty magazine covers that move 
through a dreamlike personal world with a profound underlying 
critique of the human condition. Many have no caption, leav-
ing the reader a free hand to try out new subjective interpreta-
tions. Some covers bear an enigmatic “NO,” the expression of a 
total yet indeterminate rejection. Where technique is concerned, 
Herreros brings about a fusion of genres. There are photomon-
tages, collages mixed with drawings, prints with photographs, 
and a varied exploration of different combinations. Owing to tight 
publication schedules, simplicity and economy of means were the 
norm, hence the recurrent use of grotesquely deformed figures 
or their multiplication in repeated series to create scenes never 
before represented. The themes covered range from a liberaliz-
ing vision of the feminine to acerbic critiques of various social 
realities, as well as the interpretation of dreams and the appear-
ance of the subconscious, favorite themes of Surrealism. Many of 
the covers designed by Herreros are influenced by Salvador Dalí, 
Luis Buñuel, Max Ernst, John Heartfield, Raoul Hausmann, or 
Bohumil Štěpán, among others. In them, the three lines of influ-
ence on his work are fused together. There is something of Goya’s 
Caprichos, an absurd humor, and a technique inherited from the 
avant-gardes to ensure their survival into posterity.

Max Ernst According 
to Enrique Herreros

Let us now return to the five collages shown at the 1975 exhibi-
tion, the start of a prolific body of work that represents a milestone  
for the direct influence of the work of Max Ernst on very spe-
cific aspects, which are being researched now for the first time. 
Careful study of the five collages reveals that their iconographic 
source is a nineteenth-century serialized novel that had already 
been transformed into a collage years earlier by Max Ernst.

José Luis Rodríguez de la Flor
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die of starvation. One of Herreros’s predilections in his early 
days with La Codorniz was to parody the petulance of false tri-
umphalism. In a satirical illustration signed by him in 1946, two 
expressionist-looking skeletons converse while propped against a 
bar. The caption reads, “You can take it from me, my friend: not 
a molar with so much as a filling!”2

Wenceslao Fernández Flórez, a contributor to the weekly 
magazine from the beginning, offered his point of view: “Apart 
from the ‘crossword,’ there is nothing more than spiritual desola-
tion over which the tsetse fly buzzes, its sting laden with sleep.”3 
A great deal of optimism was needed to revive a humor that would 
retain a minimum of freedom and help people to think ironically, 
recover their self-esteem and scorned talents, and stand up and 
defend their own individual convictions with dignity in a social 
environment dominated from above by fear and superstition.

It might seem a contradiction of this ideal of independence 
and free thought that the humorists Tono (Antonio de Lara), Miguel 
Mihura, and Enrique Herreros, who had known each other since 
collaborating on various publications in the 1920s, should have 
found themselves drawing and writing their new humor for La 
Ametralladora (The Machine Gun), a Francoist magazine bear-
ing the subtitle “Soldiers’ Weekly.” Published in San Sebastián 
from 1937, the publication was a mixture of humor, biting and 
incisive political propaganda, and news about the war. Together 
with Tono and Herreros, Mihura, who was the director of the 
humor section at that time, put his surrealist humor into practice 
in this new context. However, an attempt at neutral humor was 
incongruous and unattainable in a Fascist totalitarian context 
that put pressure on artistic circles to show greater ideological 
implication.

Deep personal motives, among which sheer survival is not to 
be excluded, may have impelled Enrique Herreros to make these 

2 Enrique Herreros, La Codorniz (Madrid and Barcelona), no. 233, January 
27, 1946.

3 Wenceslao Fernández Flórez, “El aburrimiento,” La Codorniz (Madrid), 
no. 39, March 1, 1942.
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At the same time, inside La Codorniz there appeared in 1950 
the first chapter of a collage novel by Herreros with Surrealist 
text, ¡Olalá petit papá!17 The original illustration belongs to the 
novel Martyre!, linking it with the five collages exhibited in 1975. 
In the following issue of the magazine (no. 464, October 1, 1950), 
he published the second chapter with another collage taken from 
the same novel. Herreros’s novel was inexplicably discontinued in 
subsequent issues. Putting this fact aside, it is highly significant 

17 Enrique Herreros, La Codorniz (Madrid and Barcelona), no. 463, Sep-
tember 24, 1950. This collage of the serialized novel has a long text signed 
under the pseudonym of Doña Adela. Adolphe d’Ennery’s Martyre! was 
originally published by Jules Rouff et Cie Éditeurs, Paris. The plate used 
in no. 463 is on page 77.
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In 1934, the German artist had published a novel in pictures 
entitled Une semaine de bonté ou Les sept éléments capitaux (A Week of 
Kindness or the Seven Deadly Elements).

13
 Dividing it into seven 

sections (ultimately published in a total of five volumes), each one 
dedicated to a day of the week and an element of nature, Ernst 
started by assembling prints from old illustrated novels, creating 
a new work that completely transformed the meaning of each 
plate and made it significant in its own right. The third book, 
La cour du dragon (The Dragon’s Heart), was dedicated to Tuesday 
and fire, and was based on Martyre!, a nineteenth-century melo-
drama published by Adolphe d’Ennery in 1885.

The particular interest of the exhibited collages by Herreros 
is that not only were they based on the same technique as that 
used by Max Ernst but they also used the same source for the 
preparation of the collage, the novel Martyre! Nevertheless, it is 
not a question of a copy or direct imitation but of an interpreta-
tion based on a sarcastic humor that parodies the fin-de-siècle 
bourgeois novel.

These collages by Herreros present similarities with those 
of Ernst, but they also feature important differences. The com-
bination of elements in each plate differs considerably, and the 
selection of prints coincides with Ernst’s work in only two of 
them. In the other three, Herreros selected materials from other 
plates in the novel. Finally, whereas Ernst conceived his novel 
in the form of visual collages without text, Herreros’s images are 
accompanied by text, although it only appears on one of them 
in the exhibition catalogue. This text was fundamental for the 
meaning of the transformed plate, since it formed part of a larger 
narrative sequence that would appear later.

Since they are not dated and bear no information linking 
them with the German artist, the collages shown in 1975 raise 
various questions. When were they produced? How could Herreros 
have known that Ernst had used the novel Martyre! as a basis 

13
 Max Ernst, Une semaine de bonté ou Les sept éléments capitaux (Paris: Editions 
Jeanne Bucher, 1934).
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required not only consummate technique but also a transfor-
mation of the very concept of humor. It would not embrace the 
stereotypes or social fashions of the moment, whose comic effect 
was ephemeral and which were in any case hackneyed subjects 
for many of the cartoonists of the generation before the Civil 
War. Although the two most important humorous magazines of 
the twenties, Buen Humor and Gutiérrez, had progressed graphi-
cally from grotesque caricatures in a realist vein to others with 
a clear and schematic line, this did not entail a parallel develop-
ment of the literary aspect. The subjects of the texts were there-
fore often tied to conventional or traditional clichés, and their 
treatment was that to be expected of a period that showed no 
sign of advancing in this respect, with a proliferation of types 
like husbands, wives, mothers-in-law, fiancés, fops, bohemian 
painters, and so on.

Nevertheless, the new generation of illustrators and humor-
ists brought an essential evolution to humor, which went from 
political satire to a conceptually more abstract form favored by 
the new concerns of an urbane and cosmopolitan readership.

From La Codorniz, Herreros overcame such temporal bar-
riers with his graphic use of techniques from Dada and Sur-
realism, such as photomontage and collage. And in the texts of 
his vignettes, following in the footsteps of Tono and Mihura, he 
turned the stereotype on its head by inverting logic and trans-
forming it into pure absurdity. For him, humor was above all 
the liberating expression of an inner world. The style of true 
humor meant finding a personal point of view that was neces-
sarily lucid, anticonventional, and antidogmatic. Herreros was 
interested above all in living, and it was in lived experience that 
he found the vision to transform reality through artistic free-
dom and show it even in the worst conditions. Humor, then, was 
not seeking merely a smile but also reflection. With no preten-
sions to transcendence but with a profound understanding of 
the human condition, Herreros’s humor rises up in both form 
and substance as an act of creativity that throws our own cer-
tainties into turmoil.

José Luis Rodríguez de la Flor
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was the appearance in the period of 1947 to 1953 of six collages 
by Herreros for publication on the cover of La Codorniz, each ac-
companied by a brief caption.16 They were his most complex cov-
ers and an obvious tribute to Max Ernst. Herreros has a definite 
evolution of his own, and broadens Ernst’s technique on two of 
these covers by bringing together nineteenth-century prints in an 
innovative montage with modern-day photographs. One of these 
is that of October 22, 1950 (no. 467) and the other that of August 
30, 1953 (no. 615).

16 The covers are those of no. 354 (August 22, 1948), no. 361 (October 10, 
1948), no. 357 (September 12, 1948), no. 359 (September 26, 1948), no. 467 
(October 22, 1950), and no. 615 (August 30, 1953).
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contributions. It must be remembered that only a few months 
before collaborating with La Ametralladora, in the middle of 1938, 
he had produced a series of posters in favor of the Republic.4

When the war was over, the three friends decided to found 
La Codorniz, with Miguel Mihura as editor in chief, and to give 
the new weekly magazine a slant that was completely at odds 
with the official panorama. Mihura’s La Codorniz did not follow 
in the footsteps of La Ametralladora, as might have been expected 
of artists on the winning side in the war. La Codorniz became, on 
the contrary, an amendment of the rule that everyone until then 
seemed to have taken as valid. From the very first issue, there was 
neither a single mention nor a hint of praise for Franco’s regime. 
The magazine gradually became a critique of the monopoly of a 
closed power base and an oppressive mental space, turning into 
what the writer Félix de Azúa described as “a humorous light in 
the night of Francoism.”5

Although it tried to divest itself of explicit political content, 
it still indulged in a critique of the habits and customs of the 
conservative bourgeoisie of Francoist society, always employing 
a cryptic and surreal language aimed at those who knew how to 
understand it. They created an imaginary and utopian world for 
La Codorniz that would show the irrationality that exists within 
the supposed logic of human beings. This was not a flight from 
reality, as it might seem at first sight, but a well-planned escape 
from an atmosphere of totalitarian ideological control toward 
the source of their own creativity. This was none other than the 

4 They include Obrero! trabaja y venceremos (Laborer! Work and We Will 
Win), ca. 1936, printed by Obreros General Motors; Lit. F. & R. Bastard, 
Col·lecció Cartells del Pavelló de la República (UB); F-1040, Col·lecció 
de la Memòria Digital de Catalunya: Cartells del Pavelló de la República 
(Universitat de Barcelona), at http://mdc.cbuc.cat/cdm/ref/collection/
pavellorepu/id/455; and ¡Imitad! al héroe del pueblo (Imitate! the Hero 
of the People), ca. 1937, with photography by Buenaventura Durruti, 
Col·lecció Cartells del Pavelló de la República (UB); F-1018, published 
by Universitat de Barcelona, at http://mdc.cbuc.cat/cdm/ref/collection/
pavellorepu/id/444 (accessed December, 3, 2016).

5 Félix de Azúa, “La Codorniz según Felix de Azúa,” El País, January 26, 
2012.
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capitaux in their libraries.15 From Herreros’s son, we know that he 
and del Valle, who were close friends with shared interests, could 
have studied the book at their leisure. The result of this influence 

15 Emmanuel Guigon, Historia del collage en España (Teruel: Museo de Teruel, 
1995), 41.
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absurd humor they had practiced when they started out in Buen 
Humor and Gutiérrez, magazines which appeared throughout the 
twenties. For Tono and Mihura, this type of humor was not only 
a source of literary inspiration but the driving force behind their 
own everyday lives and experiences, far above their political 
sympathies. Tono wondered what the truth was that everybody 
seemed to be in possession of, and went on to answer his own 
question: “Truth itself is a blossoming that is true because before 
it was a utopia; is real because before it was a promise; is certain 
because before it was uncertainty; is authentic because before it 
was fiction; and is Pepe because before it was Valladolid.”6

The dichotomy between an art at the service of a particular 
ideology or dependent exclusively on artistic sensibility began in 
Europe during the 1920s and found reflection in the development 
of absurd humor. Accused at first of frivolity owing to its lack of 
a critical attitude, it was fostered through the Dadaist and Sur-
realist movements and revealed in all its rampant plenitude as a 
basic ingredient for the dissolution of the apparently real. The 
essayist Eduardo Stilman writes on the basic assumptions of the 
absurd, “It is a profound and definitive subversion, because it 
tries to open for us the most hermetic prisons, which are those 
of the mind. And at the head of this great revolution, in search of 
that newfound liberty, marches absurd humor, which mocks the 
rigidity of logic, frequently accompanied by poetry.”7

Spain was not exempt from this influence on humor. In 
the early twenties, under the aesthetic auspices of Ramón Gómez 
de la Serna, there appeared a series of writers and illustrators 
who renovated and revolutionized the panorama of graphic and 
literary humor, making the transition from satire and political 
caricature to a cosmopolitan modern humor connected with the 
principles of Dada and Surrealism. This generation, later called 
the “Other 1927 Generation,” included humorous writers such 

6 Tono (Antonio de Lara), “Pájaros y flores,” La Codorniz (Madrid), no. 74, 
November 1, 1942.

7 Eduardo Stilman, El humor absurdo. Antología ilustrada, Breviarios de 
Información Literaria 6 (Buenos Aires: Editorial Brújula, 1967), 11.
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for La cour du dragon if this was not common knowledge?14 And 
finally, if he had followed the same process as the Surrealist 
narrative novel, where were the rest of his “Ernstian” collages?

It is important to determine whether any other work by 
Herreros published before 1975 shows signs of a link with Ernst. 
His unbridled admiration for Ernst’s work goes back to the Ex-
po sición de composiciones supra-realistas de Max Ernst (Exhibition of 
Supra-Realist Compositions by Max Ernst) in 1936 at the Museo 
Nacional de Arte Moderno in Madrid, which made a great impres-
sion on him. Alfonso Buñuel, Adriano del Valle, and Luis García-
Abrines were also directly influenced by the German artist, and 
his work was for them a constant source of inspiration. Thanks 
to Emmanuel Guigon we know that both Luis Buñuel and del 
Valle had the first edition of Une semaine de bonté ou Les sept éléments 

14 Ibid.
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as Enrique Jardiel Poncela, Miguel Mihura, Antoniorrobles, 
José López Rubio, Edgar Neville, Antonio G. Dalmau, Fernando 
Perdiguero “Menda,” and Ramón Gómez de la Serna himself, to 
name only the foremost, along with illustrators such as Salvador 
Bartolozzi, K-Hito (Ricardo García López), Tono, Baré, Rafael 
Barradas, and many others. La Codorniz did not appear in ar-
tistic isolation but as the direct heir to the aesthetic principles 
that its contributors had themselves initiated two decades ear-
lier. The challenge was to keep it up in such a difficult context 
as Franco’s dictatorship. Parodying the shower of prohibitions 
of all kinds that fell at that time on Spanish society, the pages of 
La Codorniz launched one of its most famous slogans, “Se pro-
hibe llorar” (Crying forbidden), rather like humor’s declaration 
of non-surrender to the state of things.

Enrique Herreros:  
A Collage of Art and Humor

From the second issue of La Codorniz, Enrique Herreros was al-
ready consolidated as the graphic brain behind the publication. 
A self-taught artist with solid training, he was a tireless worker 
with an intuitive talent specially equipped for humor. A versatile 
humanist with the personality of a Renaissance man who never 
circumscribed himself to a single profession, he succeeded in ex-
pressing his artistic identity in the most diverse fields: painter, 
engraver, poster artist, mountaineer, filmmaker, advertiser, and 
a long list of others, including the two very disparate youthful oc-
cupations of boxer and land registry archivist. The magnificent 
collage of his own biography thus starts to take shape. Besides 
these multiple expressions of identity, he had already decided 
when the magazine appeared that his homeland would always be 
graphic humor, which was to be his periscope for observing the 
outside world. For Herreros, La Codorniz was invariably a huge 
single mural on which to express his own artistic leanings.

From the start, his objective was to take humorous illus-
tration to its modern artistic limits. Bringing art and humor to-
gether into something timeless that would withstand the years 
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capitaux in their libraries.
15
 From Herreros’s son, we know that he 

and del Valle, who were close friends with shared interests, could 
have studied the book at their leisure. The result of this influence 

15
 Emmanuel Guigon, Historia del collage en España (Teruel: Museo de Teruel, 
1995), 41.
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absurd humor they had practiced when they started out in Buen 
Humor and Gutiérrez, magazines which appeared throughout the 
twenties. For Tono and Mihura, this type of humor was not only 
a source of literary inspiration but the driving force behind their 
own everyday lives and experiences, far above their political 
sympathies. Tono wondered what the truth was that everybody 
seemed to be in possession of, and went on to answer his own 
question: “Truth itself is a blossoming that is true because before 
it was a utopia; is real because before it was a promise; is certain 
because before it was uncertainty; is authentic because before it 
was fiction; and is Pepe because before it was Valladolid.”

6

The dichotomy between an art at the service of a particular 
ideology or dependent exclusively on artistic sensibility began in 
Europe during the 1920s and found reflection in the development 
of absurd humor. Accused at first of frivolity owing to its lack of 
a critical attitude, it was fostered through the Dadaist and Sur-
realist movements and revealed in all its rampant plenitude as a 
basic ingredient for the dissolution of the apparently real. The 
essayist Eduardo Stilman writes on the basic assumptions of the 
absurd, “It is a profound and definitive subversion, because it 
tries to open for us the most hermetic prisons, which are those 
of the mind. And at the head of this great revolution, in search of 
that newfound liberty, marches absurd humor, which mocks the 
rigidity of logic, frequently accompanied by poetry.”

7

Spain was not exempt from this influence on humor. In 
the early twenties, under the aesthetic auspices of Ramón Gómez 
de la Serna, there appeared a series of writers and illustrators 
who renovated and revolutionized the panorama of graphic and 
literary humor, making the transition from satire and political 
caricature to a cosmopolitan modern humor connected with the 
principles of Dada and Surrealism. This generation, later called 
the “Other 1927 Generation,” included humorous writers such 

6
 Tono (Antonio de Lara), “Pájaros y flores,” La Codorniz (Madrid), no. 74, 
November 1, 1942.

7 
Eduardo Stilman, El humor absurdo. Antología ilustrada, Breviarios de 
Información Literaria 6 (Buenos Aires: Editorial Brújula, 1967), 11.
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In 1934, the German artist had published a novel in pictures 
entitled Une semaine de bonté ou Les sept éléments capitaux (A Week of 
Kindness or the Seven Deadly Elements).13 Dividing it into seven 
sections (ultimately published in a total of five volumes), each one 
dedicated to a day of the week and an element of nature, Ernst 
started by assembling prints from old illustrated novels, creating 
a new work that completely transformed the meaning of each 
plate and made it significant in its own right. The third book, 
La cour du dragon (The Dragon’s Heart), was dedicated to Tuesday 
and fire, and was based on Martyre!, a nineteenth-century melo-
drama published by Adolphe d’Ennery in 1885.

The particular interest of the exhibited collages by Herreros 
is that not only were they based on the same technique as that 
used by Max Ernst but they also used the same source for the 
preparation of the collage, the novel Martyre! Nevertheless, it is 
not a question of a copy or direct imitation but of an interpreta-
tion based on a sarcastic humor that parodies the fin-de-siècle 
bourgeois novel.

These collages by Herreros present similarities with those 
of Ernst, but they also feature important differences. The com-
bination of elements in each plate differs considerably, and the 
selection of prints coincides with Ernst’s work in only two of 
them. In the other three, Herreros selected materials from other 
plates in the novel. Finally, whereas Ernst conceived his novel 
in the form of visual collages without text, Herreros’s images are 
accompanied by text, although it only appears on one of them 
in the exhibition catalogue. This text was fundamental for the 
meaning of the transformed plate, since it formed part of a larger 
narrative sequence that would appear later.

Since they are not dated and bear no information linking 
them with the German artist, the collages shown in 1975 raise 
various questions. When were they produced? How could Herreros 
have known that Ernst had used the novel Martyre! as a basis 

13 Max Ernst, Une semaine de bonté ou Les sept éléments capitaux (Paris: Editions 
Jeanne Bucher, 1934).
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required not only consummate technique but also a transfor-
mation of the very concept of humor. It would not embrace the 
stereotypes or social fashions of the moment, whose comic effect 
was ephemeral and which were in any case hackneyed subjects 
for many of the cartoonists of the generation before the Civil 
War. Although the two most important humorous magazines of 
the twenties, Buen Humor and Gutiérrez, had progressed graphi-
cally from grotesque caricatures in a realist vein to others with 
a clear and schematic line, this did not entail a parallel develop-
ment of the literary aspect. The subjects of the texts were there-
fore often tied to conventional or traditional clichés, and their 
treatment was that to be expected of a period that showed no 
sign of advancing in this respect, with a proliferation of types 
like husbands, wives, mothers-in-law, fiancés, fops, bohemian 
painters, and so on.

Nevertheless, the new generation of illustrators and humor-
ists brought an essential evolution to humor, which went from 
political satire to a conceptually more abstract form favored by 
the new concerns of an urbane and cosmopolitan readership.

From La Codorniz, Herreros overcame such temporal bar-
riers with his graphic use of techniques from Dada and Sur-
realism, such as photomontage and collage. And in the texts of 
his vignettes, following in the footsteps of Tono and Mihura, he 
turned the stereotype on its head by inverting logic and trans-
forming it into pure absurdity. For him, humor was above all 
the liberating expression of an inner world. The style of true 
humor meant finding a personal point of view that was neces-
sarily lucid, anticonventional, and antidogmatic. Herreros was 
interested above all in living, and it was in lived experience that 
he found the vision to transform reality through artistic free-
dom and show it even in the worst conditions. Humor, then, was 
not seeking merely a smile but also reflection. With no preten-
sions to transcendence but with a profound understanding of 
the human condition, Herreros’s humor rises up in both form 
and substance as an act of creativity that throws our own cer-
tainties into turmoil.

José Luis Rodríguez de la Flor
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was the appearance in the period of 1947 to 1953 of six collages 
by Herreros for publication on the cover of La Codorniz, each ac-
companied by a brief caption.

16
 They were his most complex cov-

ers and an obvious tribute to Max Ernst. Herreros has a definite 
evolution of his own, and broadens Ernst’s technique on two of 
these covers by bringing together nineteenth-century prints in an 
innovative montage with modern-day photographs. One of these 
is that of October 22, 1950 (no. 467) and the other that of August 
30, 1953 (no. 615).

16 
The covers are those of no. 354 (August 22, 1948), no. 361 (October 10, 
1948), no. 357 (September 12, 1948), no. 359 (September 26, 1948), no. 467 
(October 22, 1950), and no. 615 (August 30, 1953).
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contributions. It must be remembered that only a few months 
before collaborating with La Ametralladora, in the middle of 1938, 
he had produced a series of posters in favor of the Republic.

4

When the war was over, the three friends decided to found 
La Codorniz, with Miguel Mihura as editor in chief, and to give 
the new weekly magazine a slant that was completely at odds 
with the official panorama. Mihura’s La Codorniz did not follow 
in the footsteps of La Ametralladora, as might have been expected 
of artists on the winning side in the war. La Codorniz became, on 
the contrary, an amendment of the rule that everyone until then 
seemed to have taken as valid. From the very first issue, there was 
neither a single mention nor a hint of praise for Franco’s regime. 
The magazine gradually became a critique of the monopoly of a 
closed power base and an oppressive mental space, turning into 
what the writer Félix de Azúa described as “a humorous light in 
the night of Francoism.”

5

Although it tried to divest itself of explicit political content, 
it still indulged in a critique of the habits and customs of the 
conservative bourgeoisie of Francoist society, always employing 
a cryptic and surreal language aimed at those who knew how to 
understand it. They created an imaginary and utopian world for 
La Codorniz that would show the irrationality that exists within 
the supposed logic of human beings. This was not a flight from 
reality, as it might seem at first sight, but a well-planned escape 
from an atmosphere of totalitarian ideological control toward 
the source of their own creativity. This was none other than the 

4
 They include Obrero! trabaja y venceremos (Laborer! Work and We Will 
Win), ca. 1936, printed by Obreros General Motors; Lit. F. & R. Bastard, 
Col·lecció Cartells del Pavelló de la República (UB); F-1040, Col·lecció 
de la Memòria Digital de Catalunya: Cartells del Pavelló de la República 
(Universitat de Barcelona), at http://mdc.cbuc.cat/cdm/ref/collection/
pavellorepu/id/455; and ¡Imitad! al héroe del pueblo (Imitate! the Hero 
of the People), ca. 1937, with photography by Buenaventura Durruti, 
Col·lecció Cartells del Pavelló de la República (UB); F-1018, published 
by Universitat de Barcelona, at http://mdc.cbuc.cat/cdm/ref/collection/
pavellorepu/id/444 (accessed December, 3, 2016).

5
 Félix de Azúa, “La Codorniz según Felix de Azúa,” El País, January 26, 
2012.
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Ramón Gómez de la Serna’s essay on the “gravity and impor-
tance of humor”8 treated humor as a vital source of inspiration for 
contemporary art. Herreros assimilated this progressive concept 
and offered his plastic rendition of radical modernity through the 
collages and photomontages published in La Codorniz or kept in 
the foundation that bears his name yet never exhibited.

Fortunately, Enrique Herreros was able to see the success 
of his enterprise and the consolidation of his aims during his 
lifetime. Many years and a certain amount of unjust neglect had 
to go by before Surrealismo en España (Surrealism in Spain), an ex-
hibition curated by Francisco Calvo Serraller and Ángel González, 
opened in 1975 at Galería Multitud in Madrid. Besides the con-
secrated works of Picasso, Salvador Dalí, Antoni Tàpies, Maruja 
Mallo, Joan Miró, Óscar Domínguez, and Ángel Ferrant, there 
was also a section dedicated to Spain’s Surrealist collage artists. 
Here, three names stood out: Alfonso Buñuel, Adriano del Valle, 
and Enrique Herreros. Five of Herreros’s collages were shown, 
undated and with no bibliographical references. His biography in 
the catalogue is the briefest of them all: “Humorist. Contributor 
to La Codorniz. Painter and engraver.”9 This marks the culmina-
tion of Herreros’s aspirations by combining his facets as a humor-
ist and an artist. The catalogue entry confirms that Herreros’s 
humor is linked to an artistic process.

The year 1975 was key in two respects. In the first place, 
Herreros won recognition as an avant-garde artist, and in addi-
tion, but no less importantly, the appearance of those five collages 
indicated the start of a phase of outstanding technical experimen-
tation. For those collages, and others that were to appear later, are 
directly related to one of the great artists of European Surrealism, 
Max Ernst.

To understand the origin and development of this impor-
tant connection, we must return to La Codorniz.

8 Ramón Gómez de la Serna, “Gravedad e importancia del humorismo,” 
Revista de Occidente (Madrid), February 28, 1928, 348–60.

9 Francisco Calvo Serraller and Ángel González García, El Surrealismo en 
España, exh. cat. Galería Multitud (Madrid, 1975).
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In 1945, Álvaro de Laiglesia became editor in chief of the 
weekly following the resignation of Miguel Mihura, provoking a 
shift toward greater social criticism. It was from this period until 
1954 that Herreros, having been granted complete freedom by 
Laiglesia, produced more than sixty magazine covers that move 
through a dreamlike personal world with a profound underlying 
critique of the human condition. Many have no caption, leav-
ing the reader a free hand to try out new subjective interpreta-
tions. Some covers bear an enigmatic “NO,” the expression of a 
total yet indeterminate rejection. Where technique is concerned, 
Herreros brings about a fusion of genres. There are photomon-
tages, collages mixed with drawings, prints with photographs, 
and a varied exploration of different combinations. Owing to tight 
publication schedules, simplicity and economy of means were the 
norm, hence the recurrent use of grotesquely deformed figures 
or their multiplication in repeated series to create scenes never 
before represented. The themes covered range from a liberaliz-
ing vision of the feminine to acerbic critiques of various social 
realities, as well as the interpretation of dreams and the appear-
ance of the subconscious, favorite themes of Surrealism. Many of 
the covers designed by Herreros are influenced by Salvador Dalí, 
Luis Buñuel, Max Ernst, John Heartfield, Raoul Hausmann, or 
Bohumil Štěpán, among others. In them, the three lines of influ-
ence on his work are fused together. There is something of Goya’s 
Caprichos, an absurd humor, and a technique inherited from the 
avant-gardes to ensure their survival into posterity.

Max Ernst According 
to Enrique Herreros

Let us now return to the five collages shown at the 1975 exhibi-
tion, the start of a prolific body of work that represents a milestone  
for the direct influence of the work of Max Ernst on very spe-
cific aspects, which are being researched now for the first time. 
Careful study of the five collages reveals that their iconographic 
source is a nineteenth-century serialized novel that had already 
been transformed into a collage years earlier by Max Ernst.
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die of starvation. One of Herreros’s predilections in his early 
days with La Codorniz was to parody the petulance of false tri-
umphalism. In a satirical illustration signed by him in 1946, two 
expressionist-looking skeletons converse while propped against a 
bar. The caption reads, “You can take it from me, my friend: not 
a molar with so much as a filling!”

2

Wenceslao Fernández Flórez, a contributor to the weekly 
magazine from the beginning, offered his point of view: “Apart 
from the ‘crossword,’ there is nothing more than spiritual desola-
tion over which the tsetse fly buzzes, its sting laden with sleep.”

3
 

A great deal of optimism was needed to revive a humor that would 
retain a minimum of freedom and help people to think ironically, 
recover their self-esteem and scorned talents, and stand up and 
defend their own individual convictions with dignity in a social 
environment dominated from above by fear and superstition.

It might seem a contradiction of this ideal of independence 
and free thought that the humorists Tono (Antonio de Lara), Miguel 
Mihura, and Enrique Herreros, who had known each other since 
collaborating on various publications in the 1920s, should have 
found themselves drawing and writing their new humor for La 
Ametralladora (The Machine Gun), a Francoist magazine bear-
ing the subtitle “Soldiers’ Weekly.” Published in San Sebastián 
from 1937, the publication was a mixture of humor, biting and 
incisive political propaganda, and news about the war. Together 
with Tono and Herreros, Mihura, who was the director of the 
humor section at that time, put his surrealist humor into practice 
in this new context. However, an attempt at neutral humor was 
incongruous and unattainable in a Fascist totalitarian context 
that put pressure on artistic circles to show greater ideological 
implication.

Deep personal motives, among which sheer survival is not to 
be excluded, may have impelled Enrique Herreros to make these 

2 
Enrique Herreros, La Codorniz (Madrid and Barcelona), no. 233, January 
27, 1946.

3 
Wenceslao Fernández Flórez, “El aburrimiento,” La Codorniz (Madrid), 
no. 39, March 1, 1942.
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At the same time, inside La Codorniz there appeared in 1950 
the first chapter of a collage novel by Herreros with Surrealist 
text, ¡Olalá petit papá!

17
 The original illustration belongs to the 

novel Martyre!, linking it with the five collages exhibited in 1975. 
In the following issue of the magazine (no. 464, October 1, 1950), 
he published the second chapter with another collage taken from 
the same novel. Herreros’s novel was inexplicably discontinued in 
subsequent issues. Putting this fact aside, it is highly significant 

17 
Enrique Herreros, La Codorniz (Madrid and Barcelona), no. 463, Sep-
tember 24, 1950. This collage of the serialized novel has a long text signed 
under the pseudonym of Doña Adela. Adolphe d’Ennery’s Martyre! was 
originally published by Jules Rouff et Cie Éditeurs, Paris. The plate used 
in no. 463 is on page 77.
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Enrique Herreros  
and the Night Flight of La Codorniz

Enrique Herreros’s arrival at La Codorniz meant a genuine revo-
lution for graphic humor after the Civil War. His art would be 
reflected in the humorous weekly along three principal lines of 
influence, which he distributed over the course of his thirty-six-
year collaboration. The first, under the influence of Goya, was 
a continuation of a sharp, violent, and tragicomic humor with 
Iberian roots, materialized in the habitual presence of death as 
an active part of everyday life.10 Also abundant were vignettes 
with crude and sometimes corrosive drawings of local custom. 
In this respect, Herreros’s work was the natural evolution of the 
great Spanish satirical cartoonists, especially Leonardo Alenza, 
Francisco Ortego, and Francisco Sancha, whom he greatly ad-
mired. The critics of the time regarded him as an equivalent in the 
field of humoristic illustration of painter José Gutiérrez Solana.

The second line of influence establishes him as a humor-
ist of the absurd, with hundreds of vignettes and drawings in 
which the inversion of logic and the deconstruction of language 
create a new visual humor.

Finally, he was tied through empathy to the Dadaist move-
ment, and also showed an affinity with the Surrealists and 
German Expressionists. Connected in this way with European 
avant-garde art, the initially self-taught Herreros already had 
a solid artistic background by 1941, the year La Codorniz was 
founded. In the 1930s he had acquired the status of a special-
ist in avant-garde cinema thanks to his work with Luis Buñuel 
for the film production company Filmófono, and he had also 
become, together with Josep Renau, Spain’s most progressive 
poster artist. With his humorous temperament, Cervantine 
individualism, and intellectual anarchism, he used collages 
and photomontages with supreme mastery for his revolution at 
La Codorniz.

10 Enrique Herreros, “Caprichudos Goyescos,” La Codorniz (Madrid and 
Barcelona), no. 1757, February 22, 1976.
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The first change he made as the magazine’s designer af-
fected its very graphic identity by introducing photographs and 
small photomontages, Surrealist in influence, in direct competi-
tion with the classic drawings of the comic vignette.11 Between 
1941 and 1958, the years of his fullest dedication to the magazine, 
he created a multitude of incongruent, absurd, unreal, or simply 
funny photographic images that, when taken all together, would 
constitute the greatest visual archive of iconoclastic photography 
of the whole of the Spanish press.12

11 Precedents for these photographs and photomontages are to be found 
in Gutiérrez, a weekly magazine published in Madrid from 1927 to 1932. 

12 Enrique Herreros, photomontage for the article “Autointerviu del in-
terviudador,” La Codorniz (Madrid and Barcelona), no. 364, October 31, 
1948.
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Enrique Herreros,  
or Life as a Collage 

José Luis Rodríguez de la Flor

Herreros’s La Codorniz Takes Flight

An early cartoon published by Enrique Herreros in La Codorniz 
(no. 352, August 8, 1948) shows a duel between two swordsmen. 
The protagonists, both very similar, pierce each other’s breast 
in synchronized fashion. The scene is watched by two seconds, 
typical Herreros-style monos,

1
 who point to the scene while argu-

ing absurdly over who has won. From both swords there falls 
a drop of blood. With allegorical black humor, Herreros thus 
describes the consequences of the Spanish Civil War, that duel 
to the death.

Buried, fractured, and divided beneath the rubble of that 
confrontation lay a whole generation of humorists, those who 
had created the so-called new humor in the 1920s. This genera-
tion had an imprecise number of members, one of whom was the 
young Enrique Herreros, destined to revolutionize the humorous 
graphic illustration of the second half of the twentieth century.

When the first issue of La Codorniz (The Quail) appeared 
on June 8, 1941, the situation for humor in Spain was lugubrious 
rather than festive, and more Edgar Allan Poe than poetic. For 
the Romantic writer Mariano José de Larra, to write in Spain 
was to weep; for Enrique Herreros, being a humorous cartoonist 
at that time was to howl. In those years, a comic illustrator could 

1
 Monos (monkeys) is the name given to recurring figures that appear 
in multiple vignettes and establish or specify the style of a cartoonist. 
Herreros’s are little men with long beards and indefinable overcoats 
who crop up all over the magazine.

144

that he had already had Martyre! in his possession in 1950, 
and that he used it as a creative and inspirational source.

Nothing more was known of these compositions until a year 
after the 1975 exhibition. In January 1976, and only until Janu-
ary 1977, La Codorniz began the occasional publication of series 
by Herreros entitled “Páginas de otro siglo que parecen de este” 
(Pages from Another Century that Look Like This One), “Trozos 
escogidos de folletín (para almas sensibles y corazón no tanto)” 
(Chosen Pieces of Melodrama [for Sensitive Souls and Hearts Less 
So]), and “Retratos” (Portraits).

18
 All are collages made in the man-

ner of Max Ernst, and they number more than one hundred. Some 
forty of them, unconnected among themselves, belong to the old 

18
 The collage “Páginas de otro siglo que parecen de este,” La Codorniz (Ma-
drid), no. 1782, August 15, 1976, shows the clear influence on Herreros 
of Martyre! (plate reproduced on page 505) and Ernst (the same collage 
in La cour du dragon, plate reproduced on page 364). Another example 
is “Trozos escogidos de folletín (Para almas sensibles y corazones no 
tanto),” La Codorniz (Madrid), no. 1772, June 6, 1976, where the collage, 
under the free influence of Ernst, is in the same section and on the same 
page, but bears no direct relation with Martyre! or La cour du dragon. See 
also “Retratos,” La Codorniz (Madrid), no. 1799, December 12, 1976.
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Enrique Herreros  
and the Night Flight of La Codorniz

Enrique Herreros’s arrival at La Codorniz meant a genuine revo-
lution for graphic humor after the Civil War. His art would be 
reflected in the humorous weekly along three principal lines of 
influence, which he distributed over the course of his thirty-six-
year collaboration. The first, under the influence of Goya, was 
a continuation of a sharp, violent, and tragicomic humor with 
Iberian roots, materialized in the habitual presence of death as 
an active part of everyday life.10 Also abundant were vignettes 
with crude and sometimes corrosive drawings of local custom. 
In this respect, Herreros’s work was the natural evolution of the 
great Spanish satirical cartoonists, especially Leonardo Alenza, 
Francisco Ortego, and Francisco Sancha, whom he greatly ad-
mired. The critics of the time regarded him as an equivalent in the 
field of humoristic illustration of painter José Gutiérrez Solana.

The second line of influence establishes him as a humor-
ist of the absurd, with hundreds of vignettes and drawings in 
which the inversion of logic and the deconstruction of language 
create a new visual humor.

Finally, he was tied through empathy to the Dadaist move-
ment, and also showed an affinity with the Surrealists and 
German Expressionists. Connected in this way with European 
avant-garde art, the initially self-taught Herreros already had 
a solid artistic background by 1941, the year La Codorniz was 
founded. In the 1930s he had acquired the status of a special-
ist in avant-garde cinema thanks to his work with Luis Buñuel 
for the film production company Filmófono, and he had also 
become, together with Josep Renau, Spain’s most progressive 
poster artist. With his humorous temperament, Cervantine 
individualism, and intellectual anarchism, he used collages 
and photomontages with supreme mastery for his revolution at 
La Codorniz.

10 Enrique Herreros, “Caprichudos Goyescos,” La Codorniz (Madrid and 
Barcelona), no. 1757, February 22, 1976.
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The first change he made as the magazine’s designer af-
fected its very graphic identity by introducing photographs and 
small photomontages, Surrealist in influence, in direct competi-
tion with the classic drawings of the comic vignette.11 Between 
1941 and 1958, the years of his fullest dedication to the magazine, 
he created a multitude of incongruent, absurd, unreal, or simply 
funny photographic images that, when taken all together, would 
constitute the greatest visual archive of iconoclastic photography 
of the whole of the Spanish press.12

11 Precedents for these photographs and photomontages are to be found 
in Gutiérrez, a weekly magazine published in Madrid from 1927 to 1932. 

12 Enrique Herreros, photomontage for the article “Autointerviu del in-
terviudador,” La Codorniz (Madrid and Barcelona), no. 364, October 31, 
1948.
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Enrique Herreros,  
or Life as a Collage 

José Luis Rodríguez de la Flor

Herreros’s La Codorniz Takes Flight

An early cartoon published by Enrique Herreros in La Codorniz 
(no. 352, August 8, 1948) shows a duel between two swordsmen. 
The protagonists, both very similar, pierce each other’s breast 
in synchronized fashion. The scene is watched by two seconds, 
typical Herreros-style monos,

1
 who point to the scene while argu-

ing absurdly over who has won. From both swords there falls 
a drop of blood. With allegorical black humor, Herreros thus 
describes the consequences of the Spanish Civil War, that duel 
to the death.

Buried, fractured, and divided beneath the rubble of that 
confrontation lay a whole generation of humorists, those who 
had created the so-called new humor in the 1920s. This genera-
tion had an imprecise number of members, one of whom was the 
young Enrique Herreros, destined to revolutionize the humorous 
graphic illustration of the second half of the twentieth century.

When the first issue of La Codorniz (The Quail) appeared 
on June 8, 1941, the situation for humor in Spain was lugubrious 
rather than festive, and more Edgar Allan Poe than poetic. For 
the Romantic writer Mariano José de Larra, to write in Spain 
was to weep; for Enrique Herreros, being a humorous cartoonist 
at that time was to howl. In those years, a comic illustrator could 

1
 Monos (monkeys) is the name given to recurring figures that appear 
in multiple vignettes and establish or specify the style of a cartoonist. 
Herreros’s are little men with long beards and indefinable overcoats 
who crop up all over the magazine.
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that he had already had Martyre! in his possession in 1950, 
and that he used it as a creative and inspirational source.

Nothing more was known of these compositions until a year 
after the 1975 exhibition. In January 1976, and only until Janu-
ary 1977, La Codorniz began the occasional publication of series 
by Herreros entitled “Páginas de otro siglo que parecen de este” 
(Pages from Another Century that Look Like This One), “Trozos 
escogidos de folletín (para almas sensibles y corazón no tanto)” 
(Chosen Pieces of Melodrama [for Sensitive Souls and Hearts Less 
So]), and “Retratos” (Portraits).

18
 All are collages made in the man-

ner of Max Ernst, and they number more than one hundred. Some 
forty of them, unconnected among themselves, belong to the old 

18
 The collage “Páginas de otro siglo que parecen de este,” La Codorniz (Ma-
drid), no. 1782, August 15, 1976, shows the clear influence on Herreros 
of Martyre! (plate reproduced on page 505) and Ernst (the same collage 
in La cour du dragon, plate reproduced on page 364). Another example 
is “Trozos escogidos de folletín (Para almas sensibles y corazones no 
tanto),” La Codorniz (Madrid), no. 1772, June 6, 1976, where the collage, 
under the free influence of Ernst, is in the same section and on the same 
page, but bears no direct relation with Martyre! or La cour du dragon. See 
also “Retratos,” La Codorniz (Madrid), no. 1799, December 12, 1976.
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Ramón Gómez de la Serna’s essay on the “gravity and impor-
tance of humor”8 treated humor as a vital source of inspiration for 
contemporary art. Herreros assimilated this progressive concept 
and offered his plastic rendition of radical modernity through the 
collages and photomontages published in La Codorniz or kept in 
the foundation that bears his name yet never exhibited.

Fortunately, Enrique Herreros was able to see the success 
of his enterprise and the consolidation of his aims during his 
lifetime. Many years and a certain amount of unjust neglect had 
to go by before Surrealismo en España (Surrealism in Spain), an ex-
hibition curated by Francisco Calvo Serraller and Ángel González, 
opened in 1975 at Galería Multitud in Madrid. Besides the con-
secrated works of Picasso, Salvador Dalí, Antoni Tàpies, Maruja 
Mallo, Joan Miró, Óscar Domínguez, and Ángel Ferrant, there 
was also a section dedicated to Spain’s Surrealist collage artists. 
Here, three names stood out: Alfonso Buñuel, Adriano del Valle, 
and Enrique Herreros. Five of Herreros’s collages were shown, 
undated and with no bibliographical references. His biography in 
the catalogue is the briefest of them all: “Humorist. Contributor 
to La Codorniz. Painter and engraver.”9 This marks the culmina-
tion of Herreros’s aspirations by combining his facets as a humor-
ist and an artist. The catalogue entry confirms that Herreros’s 
humor is linked to an artistic process.

The year 1975 was key in two respects. In the first place, 
Herreros won recognition as an avant-garde artist, and in addi-
tion, but no less importantly, the appearance of those five collages 
indicated the start of a phase of outstanding technical experimen-
tation. For those collages, and others that were to appear later, are 
directly related to one of the great artists of European Surrealism, 
Max Ernst.

To understand the origin and development of this impor-
tant connection, we must return to La Codorniz.

8 Ramón Gómez de la Serna, “Gravedad e importancia del humorismo,” 
Revista de Occidente (Madrid), February 28, 1928, 348–60.

9 Francisco Calvo Serraller and Ángel González García, El Surrealismo en 
España, exh. cat. Galería Multitud (Madrid, 1975).
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In 1945, Álvaro de Laiglesia became editor in chief of the 
weekly following the resignation of Miguel Mihura, provoking a 
shift toward greater social criticism. It was from this period until 
1954 that Herreros, having been granted complete freedom by 
Laiglesia, produced more than sixty magazine covers that move 
through a dreamlike personal world with a profound underlying 
critique of the human condition. Many have no caption, leav-
ing the reader a free hand to try out new subjective interpreta-
tions. Some covers bear an enigmatic “NO,” the expression of a 
total yet indeterminate rejection. Where technique is concerned, 
Herreros brings about a fusion of genres. There are photomon-
tages, collages mixed with drawings, prints with photographs, 
and a varied exploration of different combinations. Owing to tight 
publication schedules, simplicity and economy of means were the 
norm, hence the recurrent use of grotesquely deformed figures 
or their multiplication in repeated series to create scenes never 
before represented. The themes covered range from a liberaliz-
ing vision of the feminine to acerbic critiques of various social 
realities, as well as the interpretation of dreams and the appear-
ance of the subconscious, favorite themes of Surrealism. Many of 
the covers designed by Herreros are influenced by Salvador Dalí, 
Luis Buñuel, Max Ernst, John Heartfield, Raoul Hausmann, or 
Bohumil Štěpán, among others. In them, the three lines of influ-
ence on his work are fused together. There is something of Goya’s 
Caprichos, an absurd humor, and a technique inherited from the 
avant-gardes to ensure their survival into posterity.

Max Ernst According 
to Enrique Herreros

Let us now return to the five collages shown at the 1975 exhibi-
tion, the start of a prolific body of work that represents a milestone  
for the direct influence of the work of Max Ernst on very spe-
cific aspects, which are being researched now for the first time. 
Careful study of the five collages reveals that their iconographic 
source is a nineteenth-century serialized novel that had already 
been transformed into a collage years earlier by Max Ernst.
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die of starvation. One of Herreros’s predilections in his early 
days with La Codorniz was to parody the petulance of false tri-
umphalism. In a satirical illustration signed by him in 1946, two 
expressionist-looking skeletons converse while propped against a 
bar. The caption reads, “You can take it from me, my friend: not 
a molar with so much as a filling!”

2

Wenceslao Fernández Flórez, a contributor to the weekly 
magazine from the beginning, offered his point of view: “Apart 
from the ‘crossword,’ there is nothing more than spiritual desola-
tion over which the tsetse fly buzzes, its sting laden with sleep.”

3
 

A great deal of optimism was needed to revive a humor that would 
retain a minimum of freedom and help people to think ironically, 
recover their self-esteem and scorned talents, and stand up and 
defend their own individual convictions with dignity in a social 
environment dominated from above by fear and superstition.

It might seem a contradiction of this ideal of independence 
and free thought that the humorists Tono (Antonio de Lara), Miguel 
Mihura, and Enrique Herreros, who had known each other since 
collaborating on various publications in the 1920s, should have 
found themselves drawing and writing their new humor for La 
Ametralladora (The Machine Gun), a Francoist magazine bear-
ing the subtitle “Soldiers’ Weekly.” Published in San Sebastián 
from 1937, the publication was a mixture of humor, biting and 
incisive political propaganda, and news about the war. Together 
with Tono and Herreros, Mihura, who was the director of the 
humor section at that time, put his surrealist humor into practice 
in this new context. However, an attempt at neutral humor was 
incongruous and unattainable in a Fascist totalitarian context 
that put pressure on artistic circles to show greater ideological 
implication.

Deep personal motives, among which sheer survival is not to 
be excluded, may have impelled Enrique Herreros to make these 

2 
Enrique Herreros, La Codorniz (Madrid and Barcelona), no. 233, January 
27, 1946.

3 
Wenceslao Fernández Flórez, “El aburrimiento,” La Codorniz (Madrid), 
no. 39, March 1, 1942.
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At the same time, inside La Codorniz there appeared in 1950 
the first chapter of a collage novel by Herreros with Surrealist 
text, ¡Olalá petit papá!

17
 The original illustration belongs to the 

novel Martyre!, linking it with the five collages exhibited in 1975. 
In the following issue of the magazine (no. 464, October 1, 1950), 
he published the second chapter with another collage taken from 
the same novel. Herreros’s novel was inexplicably discontinued in 
subsequent issues. Putting this fact aside, it is highly significant 

17 
Enrique Herreros, La Codorniz (Madrid and Barcelona), no. 463, Sep-
tember 24, 1950. This collage of the serialized novel has a long text signed 
under the pseudonym of Doña Adela. Adolphe d’Ennery’s Martyre! was 
originally published by Jules Rouff et Cie Éditeurs, Paris. The plate used 
in no. 463 is on page 77.
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In 1934, the German artist had published a novel in pictures 
entitled Une semaine de bonté ou Les sept éléments capitaux (A Week of 
Kindness or the Seven Deadly Elements).13 Dividing it into seven 
sections (ultimately published in a total of five volumes), each one 
dedicated to a day of the week and an element of nature, Ernst 
started by assembling prints from old illustrated novels, creating 
a new work that completely transformed the meaning of each 
plate and made it significant in its own right. The third book, 
La cour du dragon (The Dragon’s Heart), was dedicated to Tuesday 
and fire, and was based on Martyre!, a nineteenth-century melo-
drama published by Adolphe d’Ennery in 1885.

The particular interest of the exhibited collages by Herreros 
is that not only were they based on the same technique as that 
used by Max Ernst but they also used the same source for the 
preparation of the collage, the novel Martyre! Nevertheless, it is 
not a question of a copy or direct imitation but of an interpreta-
tion based on a sarcastic humor that parodies the fin-de-siècle 
bourgeois novel.

These collages by Herreros present similarities with those 
of Ernst, but they also feature important differences. The com-
bination of elements in each plate differs considerably, and the 
selection of prints coincides with Ernst’s work in only two of 
them. In the other three, Herreros selected materials from other 
plates in the novel. Finally, whereas Ernst conceived his novel 
in the form of visual collages without text, Herreros’s images are 
accompanied by text, although it only appears on one of them 
in the exhibition catalogue. This text was fundamental for the 
meaning of the transformed plate, since it formed part of a larger 
narrative sequence that would appear later.

Since they are not dated and bear no information linking 
them with the German artist, the collages shown in 1975 raise 
various questions. When were they produced? How could Herreros 
have known that Ernst had used the novel Martyre! as a basis 

13 Max Ernst, Une semaine de bonté ou Les sept éléments capitaux (Paris: Editions 
Jeanne Bucher, 1934).
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was the appearance in the period of 1947 to 1953 of six collages 
by Herreros for publication on the cover of La Codorniz, each ac-
companied by a brief caption.

16
 They were his most complex cov-

ers and an obvious tribute to Max Ernst. Herreros has a definite 
evolution of his own, and broadens Ernst’s technique on two of 
these covers by bringing together nineteenth-century prints in an 
innovative montage with modern-day photographs. One of these 
is that of October 22, 1950 (no. 467) and the other that of August 
30, 1953 (no. 615).

16 
The covers are those of no. 354 (August 22, 1948), no. 361 (October 10, 
1948), no. 357 (September 12, 1948), no. 359 (September 26, 1948), no. 467 
(October 22, 1950), and no. 615 (August 30, 1953).
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for La cour du dragon if this was not common knowledge?14 And 
finally, if he had followed the same process as the Surrealist 
narrative novel, where were the rest of his “Ernstian” collages?

It is important to determine whether any other work by 
Herreros published before 1975 shows signs of a link with Ernst. 
His unbridled admiration for Ernst’s work goes back to the Ex-
po sición de composiciones supra-realistas de Max Ernst (Exhibition of 
Supra-Realist Compositions by Max Ernst) in 1936 at the Museo 
Nacional de Arte Moderno in Madrid, which made a great impres-
sion on him. Alfonso Buñuel, Adriano del Valle, and Luis García-
Abrines were also directly influenced by the German artist, and 
his work was for them a constant source of inspiration. Thanks 
to Emmanuel Guigon we know that both Luis Buñuel and del 
Valle had the first edition of Une semaine de bonté ou Les sept éléments 

14 Ibid.
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capitaux in their libraries.
15
 From Herreros’s son, we know that he 

and del Valle, who were close friends with shared interests, could 
have studied the book at their leisure. The result of this influence 

15
 Emmanuel Guigon, Historia del collage en España (Teruel: Museo de Teruel, 
1995), 41.
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have studied the book at their leisure. The result of this influence 

15 Emmanuel Guigon, Historia del collage en España (Teruel: Museo de Teruel, 
1995), 41.
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In 1934, the German artist had published a novel in pictures 
entitled Une semaine de bonté ou Les sept éléments capitaux (A Week of 
Kindness or the Seven Deadly Elements).

13
 Dividing it into seven 

sections (ultimately published in a total of five volumes), each one 
dedicated to a day of the week and an element of nature, Ernst 
started by assembling prints from old illustrated novels, creating 
a new work that completely transformed the meaning of each 
plate and made it significant in its own right. The third book, 
La cour du dragon (The Dragon’s Heart), was dedicated to Tuesday 
and fire, and was based on Martyre!, a nineteenth-century melo-
drama published by Adolphe d’Ennery in 1885.

The particular interest of the exhibited collages by Herreros 
is that not only were they based on the same technique as that 
used by Max Ernst but they also used the same source for the 
preparation of the collage, the novel Martyre! Nevertheless, it is 
not a question of a copy or direct imitation but of an interpreta-
tion based on a sarcastic humor that parodies the fin-de-siècle 
bourgeois novel.

These collages by Herreros present similarities with those 
of Ernst, but they also feature important differences. The com-
bination of elements in each plate differs considerably, and the 
selection of prints coincides with Ernst’s work in only two of 
them. In the other three, Herreros selected materials from other 
plates in the novel. Finally, whereas Ernst conceived his novel 
in the form of visual collages without text, Herreros’s images are 
accompanied by text, although it only appears on one of them 
in the exhibition catalogue. This text was fundamental for the 
meaning of the transformed plate, since it formed part of a larger 
narrative sequence that would appear later.

Since they are not dated and bear no information linking 
them with the German artist, the collages shown in 1975 raise 
various questions. When were they produced? How could Herreros 
have known that Ernst had used the novel Martyre! as a basis 

13
 Max Ernst, Une semaine de bonté ou Les sept éléments capitaux (Paris: Editions 
Jeanne Bucher, 1934).
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was the appearance in the period of 1947 to 1953 of six collages 
by Herreros for publication on the cover of La Codorniz, each ac-
companied by a brief caption.16 They were his most complex cov-
ers and an obvious tribute to Max Ernst. Herreros has a definite 
evolution of his own, and broadens Ernst’s technique on two of 
these covers by bringing together nineteenth-century prints in an 
innovative montage with modern-day photographs. One of these 
is that of October 22, 1950 (no. 467) and the other that of August 
30, 1953 (no. 615).

16 The covers are those of no. 354 (August 22, 1948), no. 361 (October 10, 
1948), no. 357 (September 12, 1948), no. 359 (September 26, 1948), no. 467 
(October 22, 1950), and no. 615 (August 30, 1953).
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Ramón Gómez de la Serna’s essay on the “gravity and impor-
tance of humor”

8
 treated humor as a vital source of inspiration for 

contemporary art. Herreros assimilated this progressive concept 
and offered his plastic rendition of radical modernity through the 
collages and photomontages published in La Codorniz or kept in 
the foundation that bears his name yet never exhibited.

Fortunately, Enrique Herreros was able to see the success 
of his enterprise and the consolidation of his aims during his 
lifetime. Many years and a certain amount of unjust neglect had 
to go by before Surrealismo en España (Surrealism in Spain), an ex-
hibition curated by Francisco Calvo Serraller and Ángel González, 
opened in 1975 at Galería Multitud in Madrid. Besides the con-
secrated works of Picasso, Salvador Dalí, Antoni Tàpies, Maruja 
Mallo, Joan Miró, Óscar Domínguez, and Ángel Ferrant, there 
was also a section dedicated to Spain’s Surrealist collage artists. 
Here, three names stood out: Alfonso Buñuel, Adriano del Valle, 
and Enrique Herreros. Five of Herreros’s collages were shown, 
undated and with no bibliographical references. His biography in 
the catalogue is the briefest of them all: “Humorist. Contributor 
to La Codorniz. Painter and engraver.”

9
 This marks the culmina-

tion of Herreros’s aspirations by combining his facets as a humor-
ist and an artist. The catalogue entry confirms that Herreros’s 
humor is linked to an artistic process.

The year 1975 was key in two respects. In the first place, 
Herreros won recognition as an avant-garde artist, and in addi-
tion, but no less importantly, the appearance of those five collages 
indicated the start of a phase of outstanding technical experimen-
tation. For those collages, and others that were to appear later, are 
directly related to one of the great artists of European Surrealism, 
Max Ernst.

To understand the origin and development of this impor-
tant connection, we must return to La Codorniz.

8 
Ramón Gómez de la Serna, “Gravedad e importancia del humorismo,” 
Revista de Occidente (Madrid), February 28, 1928, 348–60.

9 
Francisco Calvo Serraller and Ángel González García, El Surrealismo en 
España, exh. cat. Galería Multitud (Madrid, 1975).
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In 1945, Álvaro de Laiglesia became editor in chief of the 
weekly following the resignation of Miguel Mihura, provoking a 
shift toward greater social criticism. It was from this period until 
1954 that Herreros, having been granted complete freedom by 
Laiglesia, produced more than sixty magazine covers that move 
through a dreamlike personal world with a profound underlying 
critique of the human condition. Many have no caption, leav-
ing the reader a free hand to try out new subjective interpreta-
tions. Some covers bear an enigmatic “NO,” the expression of a 
total yet indeterminate rejection. Where technique is concerned, 
Herreros brings about a fusion of genres. There are photomon-
tages, collages mixed with drawings, prints with photographs, 
and a varied exploration of different combinations. Owing to tight 
publication schedules, simplicity and economy of means were the 
norm, hence the recurrent use of grotesquely deformed figures 
or their multiplication in repeated series to create scenes never 
before represented. The themes covered range from a liberaliz-
ing vision of the feminine to acerbic critiques of various social 
realities, as well as the interpretation of dreams and the appear-
ance of the subconscious, favorite themes of Surrealism. Many of 
the covers designed by Herreros are influenced by Salvador Dalí, 
Luis Buñuel, Max Ernst, John Heartfield, Raoul Hausmann, or 
Bohumil Štěpán, among others. In them, the three lines of influ-
ence on his work are fused together. There is something of Goya’s 
Caprichos, an absurd humor, and a technique inherited from the 
avant-gardes to ensure their survival into posterity.

Max Ernst According 
to Enrique Herreros

Let us now return to the five collages shown at the 1975 exhibi-
tion, the start of a prolific body of work that represents a milestone  
for the direct influence of the work of Max Ernst on very spe-
cific aspects, which are being researched now for the first time. 
Careful study of the five collages reveals that their iconographic 
source is a nineteenth-century serialized novel that had already 
been transformed into a collage years earlier by Max Ernst.

José Luis Rodríguez de la Flor
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die of starvation. One of Herreros’s predilections in his early 
days with La Codorniz was to parody the petulance of false tri-
umphalism. In a satirical illustration signed by him in 1946, two 
expressionist-looking skeletons converse while propped against a 
bar. The caption reads, “You can take it from me, my friend: not 
a molar with so much as a filling!”2

Wenceslao Fernández Flórez, a contributor to the weekly 
magazine from the beginning, offered his point of view: “Apart 
from the ‘crossword,’ there is nothing more than spiritual desola-
tion over which the tsetse fly buzzes, its sting laden with sleep.”3 
A great deal of optimism was needed to revive a humor that would 
retain a minimum of freedom and help people to think ironically, 
recover their self-esteem and scorned talents, and stand up and 
defend their own individual convictions with dignity in a social 
environment dominated from above by fear and superstition.

It might seem a contradiction of this ideal of independence 
and free thought that the humorists Tono (Antonio de Lara), Miguel 
Mihura, and Enrique Herreros, who had known each other since 
collaborating on various publications in the 1920s, should have 
found themselves drawing and writing their new humor for La 
Ametralladora (The Machine Gun), a Francoist magazine bear-
ing the subtitle “Soldiers’ Weekly.” Published in San Sebastián 
from 1937, the publication was a mixture of humor, biting and 
incisive political propaganda, and news about the war. Together 
with Tono and Herreros, Mihura, who was the director of the 
humor section at that time, put his surrealist humor into practice 
in this new context. However, an attempt at neutral humor was 
incongruous and unattainable in a Fascist totalitarian context 
that put pressure on artistic circles to show greater ideological 
implication.

Deep personal motives, among which sheer survival is not to 
be excluded, may have impelled Enrique Herreros to make these 

2 Enrique Herreros, La Codorniz (Madrid and Barcelona), no. 233, January 
27, 1946.

3 Wenceslao Fernández Flórez, “El aburrimiento,” La Codorniz (Madrid), 
no. 39, March 1, 1942.
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At the same time, inside La Codorniz there appeared in 1950 
the first chapter of a collage novel by Herreros with Surrealist 
text, ¡Olalá petit papá!17 The original illustration belongs to the 
novel Martyre!, linking it with the five collages exhibited in 1975. 
In the following issue of the magazine (no. 464, October 1, 1950), 
he published the second chapter with another collage taken from 
the same novel. Herreros’s novel was inexplicably discontinued in 
subsequent issues. Putting this fact aside, it is highly significant 

17 Enrique Herreros, La Codorniz (Madrid and Barcelona), no. 463, Sep-
tember 24, 1950. This collage of the serialized novel has a long text signed 
under the pseudonym of Doña Adela. Adolphe d’Ennery’s Martyre! was 
originally published by Jules Rouff et Cie Éditeurs, Paris. The plate used 
in no. 463 is on page 77.
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Enrique Herreros,  
or Life as a Collage 

José Luis Rodríguez de la Flor

Herreros’s La Codorniz Takes Flight

An early cartoon published by Enrique Herreros in La Codorniz 
(no. 352, August 8, 1948) shows a duel between two swordsmen. 
The protagonists, both very similar, pierce each other’s breast 
in synchronized fashion. The scene is watched by two seconds, 
typical Herreros-style monos,1 who point to the scene while argu-
ing absurdly over who has won. From both swords there falls 
a drop of blood. With allegorical black humor, Herreros thus 
describes the consequences of the Spanish Civil War, that duel 
to the death.

Buried, fractured, and divided beneath the rubble of that 
confrontation lay a whole generation of humorists, those who 
had created the so-called new humor in the 1920s. This genera-
tion had an imprecise number of members, one of whom was the 
young Enrique Herreros, destined to revolutionize the humorous 
graphic illustration of the second half of the twentieth century.

When the first issue of La Codorniz (The Quail) appeared 
on June 8, 1941, the situation for humor in Spain was lugubrious 
rather than festive, and more Edgar Allan Poe than poetic. For 
the Romantic writer Mariano José de Larra, to write in Spain 
was to weep; for Enrique Herreros, being a humorous cartoonist 
at that time was to howl. In those years, a comic illustrator could 

1 Monos (monkeys) is the name given to recurring figures that appear 
in multiple vignettes and establish or specify the style of a cartoonist. 
Herreros’s are little men with long beards and indefinable overcoats 
who crop up all over the magazine.

144

that he had already had Martyre! in his possession in 1950, 
and that he used it as a creative and inspirational source.

Nothing more was known of these compositions until a year 
after the 1975 exhibition. In January 1976, and only until Janu-
ary 1977, La Codorniz began the occasional publication of series 
by Herreros entitled “Páginas de otro siglo que parecen de este” 
(Pages from Another Century that Look Like This One), “Trozos 
escogidos de folletín (para almas sensibles y corazón no tanto)” 
(Chosen Pieces of Melodrama [for Sensitive Souls and Hearts Less 
So]), and “Retratos” (Portraits).18 All are collages made in the man-
ner of Max Ernst, and they number more than one hundred. Some 
forty of them, unconnected among themselves, belong to the old 

18 The collage “Páginas de otro siglo que parecen de este,” La Codorniz (Ma-
drid), no. 1782, August 15, 1976, shows the clear influence on Herreros 
of Martyre! (plate reproduced on page 505) and Ernst (the same collage 
in La cour du dragon, plate reproduced on page 364). Another example 
is “Trozos escogidos de folletín (Para almas sensibles y corazones no 
tanto),” La Codorniz (Madrid), no. 1772, June 6, 1976, where the collage, 
under the free influence of Ernst, is in the same section and on the same 
page, but bears no direct relation with Martyre! or La cour du dragon. See 
also “Retratos,” La Codorniz (Madrid), no. 1799, December 12, 1976.
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Enrique Herreros

E
n

ri
qu

e 
H

er
re

ro
s,

 “
P

ág
in

as
 d

e 
ot

ro
 s

ig
lo

 q
u

e 
pa

re
ce

n
 

de
 e

st
e”

 (
P

ag
es

 f
ro

m
 A

n
ot

h
er

 C
en

tu
ry

 T
h

at
 L

oo
k 

L
ik

e
T

h
is

 O
n

e)
, L

a 
C

od
or

ni
z,

 n
o.

 1
78

2,
 A

u
gu

st
 1

5,
 1

9
76

160

Todo un hombre (Quite a Man), no. 300, 1947
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¡Cirujano! En este caso, yo me lavo las manos como Pilatos  
(Surgeon! In This Case, I Wash My Hands Like Pilate), no. 234, 1946

146

novel Martyre! Among them, the undated ones shown at Galería 
Multitud in 1975 are linked with those published in La Codorniz a 
year later. In turn, these are also associated with the six covers of 
1947–53 and the two collages of the aforementioned visual novel 
¡Olalá petit papá!. Only twenty-two of these forty prints coincide 
with those selected by Ernst for La cour du dragon, while the rest 
correspond to projects for other collage novels, perhaps begun 
by Herreros and never finished. All have short texts, in some 
cases with a more colloquial humor than usual, and in others 
with cryptic, hermetic, and ambiguous messages. Thanks to the 
Fundación Enrique Herreros, directed by his son, we know that 
some originals have been unfortunately lost, but many are still 
preserved. Enrique Herreros never ascribed any special value 
to these works. He never gave lectures on his reasons for making 
them or on their significance. When we analyze his personal-
ity, his working method might appear to be: “Let’s take it all as 
a bit of fun.” Owing to the great technical quality of those works, 
and the magnificently ironic humor in which they are steeped, 
Enrique Herreros, a man of great modesty and humility, has a 
privileged place in the history of Spanish Surrealist collage.

José Luis Rodríguez de la Flor
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El circo (The Circus), no. 271, 1947
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Extraordinario de misterio (Special Mystery Issue), no. 238, 1946
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Rastro, ¿Tiene usted un sueño dorado?  
(Flea Market, Do You Have a Golden Dream?), no. 241, 1946
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Mira pequeño: esto es la vida (Look, My Boy: This Is Life), no. 224, 1945

158

Llave inglesa pescadora (Fishing Wrench), no. 264, 1946
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No! No! No! No!, no. 262, 1946

148

Extraordinario de otoño (Special Autumn Issue), no. 219, 1945
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No! No! No! No!, no. 262, 1946
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Quiero comprar una flauta más nueva, esta tiene muchos agujeros  
(I Want to Buy a Newer Flute, This One Has a Lot of Holes in It), no. 242, 1946

149

¿Se lo envuelvo, caballero? No: es para tomar aquí  
(Shall I Wrap It For You, Sir? No, It’s to Have Here), no. 220, 1945

148

Extraordinario de otoño (Special Autumn Issue), no. 219, 1945
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(Surgeon! In This Case, I Wash My Hands Like Pilate), no. 234, 1946
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novel Martyre! Among them, the undated ones shown at Galería 
Multitud in 1975 are linked with those published in La Codorniz a 
year later. In turn, these are also associated with the six covers of 
1947–53 and the two collages of the aforementioned visual novel 
¡Olalá petit papá!. Only twenty-two of these forty prints coincide 
with those selected by Ernst for La cour du dragon, while the rest 
correspond to projects for other collage novels, perhaps begun 
by Herreros and never finished. All have short texts, in some 
cases with a more colloquial humor than usual, and in others 
with cryptic, hermetic, and ambiguous messages. Thanks to the 
Fundación Enrique Herreros, directed by his son, we know that 
some originals have been unfortunately lost, but many are still 
preserved. Enrique Herreros never ascribed any special value 
to these works. He never gave lectures on his reasons for making 
them or on their significance. When we analyze his personal-
ity, his working method might appear to be: “Let’s take it all as 
a bit of fun.” Owing to the great technical quality of those works, 
and the magnificently ironic humor in which they are steeped, 
Enrique Herreros, a man of great modesty and humility, has a 
privileged place in the history of Spanish Surrealist collage.

José Luis Rodríguez de la Flor
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Postism

Jaume Pont

In the early days of 1945, with the historical avant-gardes as 
their most conspicuous point of reference, the poet and painter 
Eduardo Chicharro Briones and two very young poets, Carlos 
Edmundo de Ory and Silvano Sernesi, presented, using the 
name of postismo, the Spanish version of an avant-garde aesthetic 
and literary movement that consolidated the essential aspects  
of the preceding isms, with Surrealism in the foreground.

1
 Novel 

triangular cards were used by the “magical trigeminal nerve  
of the new aesthetic,” as they liked to call themselves, to an-
nounce their public baptism on Twelfth Night, January 5, 1945, 
at the Café Castilla in Madrid’s Calle de las Infantas.

Together with the stimulating effects of chance and play, 
absurdity and laughter, dreams and presentations of the sub-
conscious, imagination and a ludic freedom were to become 
hallmarks of their artistic expression. Or as they declared in 
their four manifestos, with poetry and painting, in that order, 
at the center, theirs was creation conceived as an irreverence or 

1
 Jaume Pont, El Postismo. Un movimiento estético-literario de vanguardia 
(Barcelona: Edicions del Mall, 1987); Isabel Navas Ocaña, El movimiento 
postista. Teoría y crítica (Almería: Universidad de Almería, 1997); and also 
by Isabel Navas Ocaña, El postismo (Cuenca: El Toro de Barro, 2000). 
For a critical study of the role of Postism in the culture and visual arts 
of the postwar years in Spain, see the excellent article by Rosario Peiró, 
“Una lectura del postismo desde las artes visuales,” in Campo cerrado. Arte 
y poder en la posguerra española, 1939–1953, ed. María Dolores Jiménez-
Blanco, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía (Madrid: 
MNCARS, 2013), 189–205 (English: “A Reading of Postismo through the 
Visual Arts,” 380–81).
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contrafactum with respect to official art.
2
 The adoption of such 

a stance brought with it a very evident critical revision of the 
Spanish classical and realist heritage, which were subjected to 
distortion, parody, and mockery, while at the same time it set 
up the marvelous, the humorous, and the offbeat as distinctive 

2
 CH. H. [Chicharro Hijo/Eduardo Chicharro], “Manifiesto del postis-
mo,” Postismo (Madrid), no. 1 (1945); Chicharro Hijo, Silvano Sernesi, 
and Carlos Edmundo de Ory, “Segundo manifiesto del postismo,” La 
Estafeta Literaria (Madrid), special issue (1946); Chicharro Hijo, “Ter-
cer manifiesto del postismo,” El Minuto, no. 1, 2nd epoch, supplement 
of La Hora (Madrid), 1947. The first three manifestos were compiled in 
Carlos Edmundo de Ory, Poesía (1945–1969), ed. Félix Grande (Barcelona: 
Edhasa, 1970), 279–306. It was Gonzalo Armero who added a fourth 
manifesto (1947 or 1948) to the three already known: Chebé [Chicha-
rro Briones/Eduardo Chicharro] and Carlos Edmundo de Ory, “Cuarto 
manifiesto postista,” in Eduardo Chicharro, Música celestial y otros poemas, 
ed. Gonzalo Armero (Madrid: Seminarios y Ediciones, 1974), 311–12, and 
in Jaume Pont, El Postismo, 291–93.
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the following words: “How alone we’re going to be, but how 
well off!” Three years later, the journalist Pilar Yvars headed 
her interview with Eduardo Chicharro with this implacable 
diagnosis: “Postism, or the Old Age of a Newborn.”10

A great many things of all kinds had happened in those 
three years. There had been accusations leveled at the “most 

10 Pilar Yvars, “El postismo, o la vejez de un recién nacido, Fotos (Madrid), 
January 5, 1948.
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emblems of the supposed creators. Ángel Crespo, recalling his 
passage through Postism, remarked on this:

The upholders of a conservative culture cannot be combated ef-
fectively by using their own language—that is, by accepting their 
game—because they will always have the advantage political pow-
er gives them. And so it was necessary to revise that language—
precisely that of the classical forms proposed by the regime—and 
load it with disconcerting new contents.… And that, in an intui-
tive rather than a programmatic way, is what Postism did.

3

Postism and Its Historical  
and Transhistorical Significance

Postism was articulated as a gaze clearly bent on recuperating 
the avant-garde trends that had been truncated in Spain by the 
Civil War. Within it, after the end of the conflict, there took 
shape the first neo-avant-garde Spanish aesthetic and literary 
movement with its own magazines (Postismo and La Cerbatana, 
both single issues published in 1945), manifestos, critical actions 
and public demonstrations, leadership in the person of Eduardo 
Chicharro, and groups of adherents. Viewed from today’s per-
spective, there is no doubt that their creative approach assumed 
a dual function when it came to reading the tradition of Spanish 
and European art in the first half of the twentieth century. The 
historical function, the more immediate of the two, aimed above 
all at the hegemonic artistic and cultural context of the period 
immediately after the war, beginning with a type of poetry cen-
tered on the pro-Falangist bards of the magazine Garcilaso and 
the strains of heroic militarism of what came to be called the 
“Juventud Creadora” (Creative Youth).

4
 With respect to this 

context, Postism assumed a role of determined confrontation. 
Alongside this function of commitment to its own historicity, 
however, Postism also incarnated a transhistorical function that, 

3
 Ángel Crespo, Por los siglos (Valencia: Pre-Textos, 2001), 233.

4
 Pont, El Postismo, 274.
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expected, lasted only until the proclamations of the First Mani-
festo of Postism reached official spheres and the upper echelons 
of the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Its mouthpiece journal, Postismo, 
was immediately suspended by the Delegation for Press and 
Propaganda through an official letter from the vice-secretary 
of popular education of the Falangist party, the FET y de las 
JONS.8 Its birth and death, then, were certified almost jointly. 
Aware of this, those providential agitators declared bitterly in 
their editorial in La Cerbatana, only two months after introduc-
ing themselves, “They’ve thrown us out of poetry.”9 The piece 
ended by affirming their blissful and unbowed solitude with 

imminent appearance of its “press organ,” the magazine Postismo. A few 
weeks later, the daily newspaper ABC (February 8, 1945) carried a simi-
lar advertisement, and La Estafeta Literaria (Madrid, no. 21, February 15, 
1945) published an extensive monograph on the Postist phenomenon, 
with typography and illustrations imbued with a certain air of provoca-
tion. Among its contents were interviews with each of the three found-
ers of Postism; a report containing the opinions of Melchor Fernández 
Almagro, José María Pemán, and Manuel Machado; an article by Flo-
rentino Soria with the unequivocal title “Marinetti ha muerto ¡Viva el 
Postismo!” (Marinetti Is Dead, Long Live Postism!); and two magnifi-
cent contributions by the art critic Miguel Moya Huertas: an interview 
entitled “Otra vez Chicharro el Joven” (Chicharro the Younger Again) 
and the article “Cuidado con el Postismo” (Be Careful with Postism). 
The cover of the magazine showed a full-color photograph of Gregorio 
Prieto, taken by Eduardo Chicharro in Rome (1928–29). Against a dé-
modé background, the painter from La Mancha is seen shaving, with a 
razor in his hand and blood on his face. The photograph provides both a 
frame and a motif for the headline, “BE CAREFUL WITH POSTISM!”, 
and carries the following succulent caption: “Postism is already in the 
street, and has even turned into a magazine. The new artistic modality 
reaches not only the plastic arts and literature but also photography. A 
Postist photo is this one you see here. It is called “Devorado por los ma-
los instintos” (Devoured by Bad Instincts), and in it Gregorio Prieto has 
allowed himself to be portrayed, patiently, as in a cabinet of monstrosi-
ties” (see note 29). 

8 Falange Española Tradicionalista y de las Juntas de Ofensiva Nacional 
Sindicalista (Traditionalist Spanish Phalanx of the Committees of the 
National Syndicalist Offensive).—Ed.

9 Eduardo Chicharro, “Nos echan de la poesía,” La Cerbatana (Madrid), 
no. 1 (1945): 4.
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at an extremely difficult political juncture and with sights set on 
the historical avant-gardes of the recent past, revived the age-old 
tradition of rupture.

When that adventure is viewed seven decades later through 
this dual lens, it may be asserted with some confidence that the 
historical significance of the Postist movement looks more like a 
symbolic diagnosis of what it might have been than what it actual-
ly was. This is the fate of countercultural movements that sprout 
up under a dictatorship. An attentive reading of the four Postist 
manifestos quickly makes their monumental utopianism abun-
dantly clear. There is an unbridgeable distance between theory 
and practice, and between desire and reality. The fact that they 
were decried as “anachronistic” in the official gazettes is enor-
mously significant, since Postist anachronism, if that is what it 
was, can only be understood as such if it also means uchronia, the 
product of a beneficent utopia. Obviously, given the lapse since 
the advent of the historical avant-gardes, their proposal may have 
arrived too late, or perhaps, if we conceptualize it through the 
prism of the neo-avant-garde and later experimental literature, 
it was, on the contrary, too early. A letter from a sympathizer in 
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Santiago de Compostela, quoted in 1946 in the Second Manifesto 
of Postism, turned out to be prophetic in this regard: “And to 
today’s critics I repeat, modifying the date in that dictum of 
Stendhal’s: if not today, we shall be understood in about 1970.”

That Postism was a precursor is beyond all doubt. Chron-
ologically, it was the antechamber of a variety of renovating 
groups and movements like Dau al Set, the Vallecas School, El 
Paso, and the “Nuevos prehistóricos” (New Prehistorics)5 in 
Spain, and the artistic and literary ideas of Postism also had di-
rect or indirect corollaries in Europe with the Collège de Pata-
physique, Oulipo, Fluxus, CoBrA, the Situationist International, 
and the post-1950s European experimental poetry movements.6 
Equally beyond question is the fact that it was publicly pilloried 
in the name of the cultural health cordon imposed by Franco’s 
regime. At first, the regime’s cultural apparatus and the press 
and radio machinery of the Movimiento Nacional, ready to take 
advantage of any innovative event for its own benefit, fervently 
hailed the new ism to the cry of “Spain Launches Postism” 
and “Long Live Postism!”7 However, the mirage, as was to be 

5 The founder of the Nuevos prehistóricos and the Altamira School, the 
abstract informalist Mathias Goeritz, had a close artistic and personal 
relationship with Carlos Edmundo de Ory in the second half of the 
1940s. This resulted in de Ory’s splendid prologue for one of Goeritz’s 
chief works, Los nuevos prehistóricos, Col. “Artistas nuevos,” no. 7 (Ma-
drid: Editorial Palma, January 1949). See also Chus Tudelilla, “Cor-
respondencia de Carlos Edmundo de Ory y Mathias Goeritz,” Campo de 
Agramante (Jerez de la Frontera), no. 23 (Fall–Winter 2015), 167–79.

6 De Ory recognizes Postism’s role as a precursor and comments on it in 
detail in his essay “Sobre el postismo hoy,” IV Jornadas en torno a Luis 
Buñuel (“El surrealismo en la posguerra española”), Turia (Teruel), 
nos. 24–25 (June 1993) (text included in Eduardo Chicharro and Carlos 
Edmundo de Ory, Las patitas de la sombra, ed. Antonio Pérez Lasheras 
and Alfredo Saldaña (Zaragoza: Mira Editores, 2000), 165–89.

7 The press advertisement “¡España lanza el Postismo!” (Spain Launches 
Postism!) (Arriba, Pueblo, and Informaciones, January 20, 1945), whose 
title was echoed three months later in an article published in Portugal 
(Luis Quadros, “Espanha lança o Postismo,” Vida Mundial Ilustrada 
(Lisbon), no. 204 (April 1945), announced the presentation in Madrid of 
the “program” of the new “plastic-literary aesthetic movement” and the 

Postism
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at an extremely difficult political juncture and with sights set on 
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relationship with Carlos Edmundo de Ory in the second half of the 
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Agramante (Jerez de la Frontera), no. 23 (Fall–Winter 2015), 167–79.

6
 De Ory recognizes Postism’s role as a precursor and comments on it in 
detail in his essay “Sobre el postismo hoy,” IV Jornadas en torno a Luis 
Buñuel (“El surrealismo en la posguerra española”), Turia (Teruel), 
nos. 24–25 (June 1993) (text included in Eduardo Chicharro and Carlos 
Edmundo de Ory, Las patitas de la sombra, ed. Antonio Pérez Lasheras 
and Alfredo Saldaña (Zaragoza: Mira Editores, 2000), 165–89.

7
 The press advertisement “¡España lanza el Postismo!” (Spain Launches 
Postism!) (Arriba, Pueblo, and Informaciones, January 20, 1945), whose 
title was echoed three months later in an article published in Portugal 
(Luis Quadros, “Espanha lança o Postismo,” Vida Mundial Ilustrada 
(Lisbon), no. 204 (April 1945), announced the presentation in Madrid of 
the “program” of the new “plastic-literary aesthetic movement” and the 
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emblems of the supposed creators. Ángel Crespo, recalling his 
passage through Postism, remarked on this:

The upholders of a conservative culture cannot be combated ef-
fectively by using their own language—that is, by accepting their 
game—because they will always have the advantage political pow-
er gives them. And so it was necessary to revise that language—
precisely that of the classical forms proposed by the regime—and 
load it with disconcerting new contents.… And that, in an intui-
tive rather than a programmatic way, is what Postism did.3

Postism and Its Historical  
and Transhistorical Significance

Postism was articulated as a gaze clearly bent on recuperating 
the avant-garde trends that had been truncated in Spain by the 
Civil War. Within it, after the end of the conflict, there took 
shape the first neo-avant-garde Spanish aesthetic and literary 
movement with its own magazines (Postismo and La Cerbatana, 
both single issues published in 1945), manifestos, critical actions 
and public demonstrations, leadership in the person of Eduardo 
Chicharro, and groups of adherents. Viewed from today’s per-
spective, there is no doubt that their creative approach assumed 
a dual function when it came to reading the tradition of Spanish 
and European art in the first half of the twentieth century. The 
historical function, the more immediate of the two, aimed above 
all at the hegemonic artistic and cultural context of the period 
immediately after the war, beginning with a type of poetry cen-
tered on the pro-Falangist bards of the magazine Garcilaso and 
the strains of heroic militarism of what came to be called the 
“Juventud Creadora” (Creative Youth).4 With respect to this 
context, Postism assumed a role of determined confrontation. 
Alongside this function of commitment to its own historicity, 
however, Postism also incarnated a transhistorical function that, 

3 Ángel Crespo, Por los siglos (Valencia: Pre-Textos, 2001), 233.
4 Pont, El Postismo, 274.
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contrafactum with respect to official art.2 The adoption of such 
a stance brought with it a very evident critical revision of the 
Spanish classical and realist heritage, which were subjected to 
distortion, parody, and mockery, while at the same time it set 
up the marvelous, the humorous, and the offbeat as distinctive 

2 CH. H. [Chicharro Hijo/Eduardo Chicharro], “Manifiesto del postis-
mo,” Postismo (Madrid), no. 1 (1945); Chicharro Hijo, Silvano Sernesi, 
and Carlos Edmundo de Ory, “Segundo manifiesto del postismo,” La 
Estafeta Literaria (Madrid), special issue (1946); Chicharro Hijo, “Ter-
cer manifiesto del postismo,” El Minuto, no. 1, 2nd epoch, supplement 
of La Hora (Madrid), 1947. The first three manifestos were compiled in 
Carlos Edmundo de Ory, Poesía (1945–1969), ed. Félix Grande (Barcelona: 
Edhasa, 1970), 279–306. It was Gonzalo Armero who added a fourth 
manifesto (1947 or 1948) to the three already known: Chebé [Chicha-
rro Briones/Eduardo Chicharro] and Carlos Edmundo de Ory, “Cuarto 
manifiesto postista,” in Eduardo Chicharro, Música celestial y otros poemas, 
ed. Gonzalo Armero (Madrid: Seminarios y Ediciones, 1974), 311–12, and 
in Jaume Pont, El Postismo, 291–93.
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Postism

Jaume Pont

In the early days of 1945, with the historical avant-gardes as 
their most conspicuous point of reference, the poet and painter 
Eduardo Chicharro Briones and two very young poets, Carlos 
Edmundo de Ory and Silvano Sernesi, presented, using the 
name of postismo, the Spanish version of an avant-garde aesthetic 
and literary movement that consolidated the essential aspects  
of the preceding isms, with Surrealism in the foreground.1 Novel 
triangular cards were used by the “magical trigeminal nerve  
of the new aesthetic,” as they liked to call themselves, to an-
nounce their public baptism on Twelfth Night, January 5, 1945, 
at the Café Castilla in Madrid’s Calle de las Infantas.

Together with the stimulating effects of chance and play, 
absurdity and laughter, dreams and presentations of the sub-
conscious, imagination and a ludic freedom were to become 
hallmarks of their artistic expression. Or as they declared in 
their four manifestos, with poetry and painting, in that order, 
at the center, theirs was creation conceived as an irreverence or 

1 Jaume Pont, El Postismo. Un movimiento estético-literario de vanguardia 
(Barcelona: Edicions del Mall, 1987); Isabel Navas Ocaña, El movimiento 
postista. Teoría y crítica (Almería: Universidad de Almería, 1997); and also 
by Isabel Navas Ocaña, El postismo (Cuenca: El Toro de Barro, 2000). 
For a critical study of the role of Postism in the culture and visual arts 
of the postwar years in Spain, see the excellent article by Rosario Peiró, 
“Una lectura del postismo desde las artes visuales,” in Campo cerrado. Arte 
y poder en la posguerra española, 1939–1953, ed. María Dolores Jiménez-
Blanco, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía (Madrid: 
MNCARS, 2013), 189–205 (English: “A Reading of Postismo through the 
Visual Arts,” 380–81).
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Jaume Pont

In the early days of 1945, with the historical avant-gardes as 
their most conspicuous point of reference, the poet and painter 
Eduardo Chicharro Briones and two very young poets, Carlos 
Edmundo de Ory and Silvano Sernesi, presented, using the 
name of postismo, the Spanish version of an avant-garde aesthetic 
and literary movement that consolidated the essential aspects  
of the preceding isms, with Surrealism in the foreground.1 Novel 
triangular cards were used by the “magical trigeminal nerve  
of the new aesthetic,” as they liked to call themselves, to an-
nounce their public baptism on Twelfth Night, January 5, 1945, 
at the Café Castilla in Madrid’s Calle de las Infantas.

Together with the stimulating effects of chance and play, 
absurdity and laughter, dreams and presentations of the sub-
conscious, imagination and a ludic freedom were to become 
hallmarks of their artistic expression. Or as they declared in 
their four manifestos, with poetry and painting, in that order, 
at the center, theirs was creation conceived as an irreverence or 
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contrafactum with respect to official art.2 The adoption of such 
a stance brought with it a very evident critical revision of the 
Spanish classical and realist heritage, which were subjected to 
distortion, parody, and mockery, while at the same time it set 
up the marvelous, the humorous, and the offbeat as distinctive 

2 CH. H. [Chicharro Hijo/Eduardo Chicharro], “Manifiesto del postis-
mo,” Postismo (Madrid), no. 1 (1945); Chicharro Hijo, Silvano Sernesi, 
and Carlos Edmundo de Ory, “Segundo manifiesto del postismo,” La 
Estafeta Literaria (Madrid), special issue (1946); Chicharro Hijo, “Ter-
cer manifiesto del postismo,” El Minuto, no. 1, 2nd epoch, supplement 
of La Hora (Madrid), 1947. The first three manifestos were compiled in 
Carlos Edmundo de Ory, Poesía (1945–1969), ed. Félix Grande (Barcelona: 
Edhasa, 1970), 279–306. It was Gonzalo Armero who added a fourth 
manifesto (1947 or 1948) to the three already known: Chebé [Chicha-
rro Briones/Eduardo Chicharro] and Carlos Edmundo de Ory, “Cuarto 
manifiesto postista,” in Eduardo Chicharro, Música celestial y otros poemas, 
ed. Gonzalo Armero (Madrid: Seminarios y Ediciones, 1974), 311–12, and 
in Jaume Pont, El Postismo, 291–93.
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emblems of the supposed creators. Ángel Crespo, recalling his 
passage through Postism, remarked on this:

The upholders of a conservative culture cannot be combated ef-
fectively by using their own language—that is, by accepting their 
game—because they will always have the advantage political pow-
er gives them. And so it was necessary to revise that language—
precisely that of the classical forms proposed by the regime—and 
load it with disconcerting new contents.… And that, in an intui-
tive rather than a programmatic way, is what Postism did.3

Postism and Its Historical  
and Transhistorical Significance

Postism was articulated as a gaze clearly bent on recuperating 
the avant-garde trends that had been truncated in Spain by the 
Civil War. Within it, after the end of the conflict, there took 
shape the first neo-avant-garde Spanish aesthetic and literary 
movement with its own magazines (Postismo and La Cerbatana, 
both single issues published in 1945), manifestos, critical actions 
and public demonstrations, leadership in the person of Eduardo 
Chicharro, and groups of adherents. Viewed from today’s per-
spective, there is no doubt that their creative approach assumed 
a dual function when it came to reading the tradition of Spanish 
and European art in the first half of the twentieth century. The 
historical function, the more immediate of the two, aimed above 
all at the hegemonic artistic and cultural context of the period 
immediately after the war, beginning with a type of poetry cen-
tered on the pro-Falangist bards of the magazine Garcilaso and 
the strains of heroic militarism of what came to be called the 
“Juventud Creadora” (Creative Youth).4 With respect to this 
context, Postism assumed a role of determined confrontation. 
Alongside this function of commitment to its own historicity, 
however, Postism also incarnated a transhistorical function that, 

3 Ángel Crespo, Por los siglos (Valencia: Pre-Textos, 2001), 233.
4 Pont, El Postismo, 274.
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at an extremely difficult political juncture and with sights set on 
the historical avant-gardes of the recent past, revived the age-old 
tradition of rupture.

When that adventure is viewed seven decades later through 
this dual lens, it may be asserted with some confidence that the 
historical significance of the Postist movement looks more like a 
symbolic diagnosis of what it might have been than what it actual-
ly was. This is the fate of countercultural movements that sprout 
up under a dictatorship. An attentive reading of the four Postist 
manifestos quickly makes their monumental utopianism abun-
dantly clear. There is an unbridgeable distance between theory 
and practice, and between desire and reality. The fact that they 
were decried as “anachronistic” in the official gazettes is enor-
mously significant, since Postist anachronism, if that is what it 
was, can only be understood as such if it also means uchronia, the 
product of a beneficent utopia. Obviously, given the lapse since 
the advent of the historical avant-gardes, their proposal may have 
arrived too late, or perhaps, if we conceptualize it through the 
prism of the neo-avant-garde and later experimental literature, 
it was, on the contrary, too early. A letter from a sympathizer in 
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Santiago de Compostela, quoted in 1946 in the Second Manifesto 
of Postism, turned out to be prophetic in this regard: “And to 
today’s critics I repeat, modifying the date in that dictum of 
Stendhal’s: if not today, we shall be understood in about 1970.”

That Postism was a precursor is beyond all doubt. Chron-
ologically, it was the antechamber of a variety of renovating 
groups and movements like Dau al Set, the Vallecas School, El 
Paso, and the “Nuevos prehistóricos” (New Prehistorics)

5
 in 

Spain, and the artistic and literary ideas of Postism also had di-
rect or indirect corollaries in Europe with the Collège de Pata-
physique, Oulipo, Fluxus, CoBrA, the Situationist International, 
and the post-1950s European experimental poetry movements.

6
 

Equally beyond question is the fact that it was publicly pilloried 
in the name of the cultural health cordon imposed by Franco’s 
regime. At first, the regime’s cultural apparatus and the press 
and radio machinery of the Movimiento Nacional, ready to take 
advantage of any innovative event for its own benefit, fervently 
hailed the new ism to the cry of “Spain Launches Postism” 
and “Long Live Postism!”

7
 However, the mirage, as was to be 

5
 The founder of the Nuevos prehistóricos and the Altamira School, the 
abstract informalist Mathias Goeritz, had a close artistic and personal 
relationship with Carlos Edmundo de Ory in the second half of the 
1940s. This resulted in de Ory’s splendid prologue for one of Goeritz’s 
chief works, Los nuevos prehistóricos, Col. “Artistas nuevos,” no. 7 (Ma-
drid: Editorial Palma, January 1949). See also Chus Tudelilla, “Cor-
respondencia de Carlos Edmundo de Ory y Mathias Goeritz,” Campo de 
Agramante (Jerez de la Frontera), no. 23 (Fall–Winter 2015), 167–79.

6
 De Ory recognizes Postism’s role as a precursor and comments on it in 
detail in his essay “Sobre el postismo hoy,” IV Jornadas en torno a Luis 
Buñuel (“El surrealismo en la posguerra española”), Turia (Teruel), 
nos. 24–25 (June 1993) (text included in Eduardo Chicharro and Carlos 
Edmundo de Ory, Las patitas de la sombra, ed. Antonio Pérez Lasheras 
and Alfredo Saldaña (Zaragoza: Mira Editores, 2000), 165–89.

7
 The press advertisement “¡España lanza el Postismo!” (Spain Launches 
Postism!) (Arriba, Pueblo, and Informaciones, January 20, 1945), whose 
title was echoed three months later in an article published in Portugal 
(Luis Quadros, “Espanha lança o Postismo,” Vida Mundial Ilustrada 
(Lisbon), no. 204 (April 1945), announced the presentation in Madrid of 
the “program” of the new “plastic-literary aesthetic movement” and the 
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at an extremely difficult political juncture and with sights set on 
the historical avant-gardes of the recent past, revived the age-old 
tradition of rupture.

When that adventure is viewed seven decades later through 
this dual lens, it may be asserted with some confidence that the 
historical significance of the Postist movement looks more like a 
symbolic diagnosis of what it might have been than what it actual-
ly was. This is the fate of countercultural movements that sprout 
up under a dictatorship. An attentive reading of the four Postist 
manifestos quickly makes their monumental utopianism abun-
dantly clear. There is an unbridgeable distance between theory 
and practice, and between desire and reality. The fact that they 
were decried as “anachronistic” in the official gazettes is enor-
mously significant, since Postist anachronism, if that is what it 
was, can only be understood as such if it also means uchronia, the 
product of a beneficent utopia. Obviously, given the lapse since 
the advent of the historical avant-gardes, their proposal may have 
arrived too late, or perhaps, if we conceptualize it through the 
prism of the neo-avant-garde and later experimental literature, 
it was, on the contrary, too early. A letter from a sympathizer in 
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Santiago de Compostela, quoted in 1946 in the Second Manifesto 
of Postism, turned out to be prophetic in this regard: “And to 
today’s critics I repeat, modifying the date in that dictum of 
Stendhal’s: if not today, we shall be understood in about 1970.”

That Postism was a precursor is beyond all doubt. Chron-
ologically, it was the antechamber of a variety of renovating 
groups and movements like Dau al Set, the Vallecas School, El 
Paso, and the “Nuevos prehistóricos” (New Prehistorics)5 in 
Spain, and the artistic and literary ideas of Postism also had di-
rect or indirect corollaries in Europe with the Collège de Pata-
physique, Oulipo, Fluxus, CoBrA, the Situationist International, 
and the post-1950s European experimental poetry movements.6 
Equally beyond question is the fact that it was publicly pilloried 
in the name of the cultural health cordon imposed by Franco’s 
regime. At first, the regime’s cultural apparatus and the press 
and radio machinery of the Movimiento Nacional, ready to take 
advantage of any innovative event for its own benefit, fervently 
hailed the new ism to the cry of “Spain Launches Postism” 
and “Long Live Postism!”7 However, the mirage, as was to be 

5 The founder of the Nuevos prehistóricos and the Altamira School, the 
abstract informalist Mathias Goeritz, had a close artistic and personal 
relationship with Carlos Edmundo de Ory in the second half of the 
1940s. This resulted in de Ory’s splendid prologue for one of Goeritz’s 
chief works, Los nuevos prehistóricos, Col. “Artistas nuevos,” no. 7 (Ma-
drid: Editorial Palma, January 1949). See also Chus Tudelilla, “Cor-
respondencia de Carlos Edmundo de Ory y Mathias Goeritz,” Campo de 
Agramante (Jerez de la Frontera), no. 23 (Fall–Winter 2015), 167–79.

6 De Ory recognizes Postism’s role as a precursor and comments on it in 
detail in his essay “Sobre el postismo hoy,” IV Jornadas en torno a Luis 
Buñuel (“El surrealismo en la posguerra española”), Turia (Teruel), 
nos. 24–25 (June 1993) (text included in Eduardo Chicharro and Carlos 
Edmundo de Ory, Las patitas de la sombra, ed. Antonio Pérez Lasheras 
and Alfredo Saldaña (Zaragoza: Mira Editores, 2000), 165–89.

7 The press advertisement “¡España lanza el Postismo!” (Spain Launches 
Postism!) (Arriba, Pueblo, and Informaciones, January 20, 1945), whose 
title was echoed three months later in an article published in Portugal 
(Luis Quadros, “Espanha lança o Postismo,” Vida Mundial Ilustrada 
(Lisbon), no. 204 (April 1945), announced the presentation in Madrid of 
the “program” of the new “plastic-literary aesthetic movement” and the 
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emblems of the supposed creators. Ángel Crespo, recalling his 
passage through Postism, remarked on this:

The upholders of a conservative culture cannot be combated ef-
fectively by using their own language—that is, by accepting their 
game—because they will always have the advantage political pow-
er gives them. And so it was necessary to revise that language—
precisely that of the classical forms proposed by the regime—and 
load it with disconcerting new contents.… And that, in an intui-
tive rather than a programmatic way, is what Postism did.

3

Postism and Its Historical  
and Transhistorical Significance

Postism was articulated as a gaze clearly bent on recuperating 
the avant-garde trends that had been truncated in Spain by the 
Civil War. Within it, after the end of the conflict, there took 
shape the first neo-avant-garde Spanish aesthetic and literary 
movement with its own magazines (Postismo and La Cerbatana, 
both single issues published in 1945), manifestos, critical actions 
and public demonstrations, leadership in the person of Eduardo 
Chicharro, and groups of adherents. Viewed from today’s per-
spective, there is no doubt that their creative approach assumed 
a dual function when it came to reading the tradition of Spanish 
and European art in the first half of the twentieth century. The 
historical function, the more immediate of the two, aimed above 
all at the hegemonic artistic and cultural context of the period 
immediately after the war, beginning with a type of poetry cen-
tered on the pro-Falangist bards of the magazine Garcilaso and 
the strains of heroic militarism of what came to be called the 
“Juventud Creadora” (Creative Youth).

4
 With respect to this 

context, Postism assumed a role of determined confrontation. 
Alongside this function of commitment to its own historicity, 
however, Postism also incarnated a transhistorical function that, 

3
 Ángel Crespo, Por los siglos (Valencia: Pre-Textos, 2001), 233.

4
 Pont, El Postismo, 274.
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expected, lasted only until the proclamations of the First Mani-
festo of Postism reached official spheres and the upper echelons 
of the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Its mouthpiece journal, Postismo, 
was immediately suspended by the Delegation for Press and 
Propaganda through an official letter from the vice-secretary 
of popular education of the Falangist party, the FET y de las 
JONS.8 Its birth and death, then, were certified almost jointly. 
Aware of this, those providential agitators declared bitterly in 
their editorial in La Cerbatana, only two months after introduc-
ing themselves, “They’ve thrown us out of poetry.”9 The piece 
ended by affirming their blissful and unbowed solitude with 

imminent appearance of its “press organ,” the magazine Postismo. A few 
weeks later, the daily newspaper ABC (February 8, 1945) carried a simi-
lar advertisement, and La Estafeta Literaria (Madrid, no. 21, February 15, 
1945) published an extensive monograph on the Postist phenomenon, 
with typography and illustrations imbued with a certain air of provoca-
tion. Among its contents were interviews with each of the three found-
ers of Postism; a report containing the opinions of Melchor Fernández 
Almagro, José María Pemán, and Manuel Machado; an article by Flo-
rentino Soria with the unequivocal title “Marinetti ha muerto ¡Viva el 
Postismo!” (Marinetti Is Dead, Long Live Postism!); and two magnifi-
cent contributions by the art critic Miguel Moya Huertas: an interview 
entitled “Otra vez Chicharro el Joven” (Chicharro the Younger Again) 
and the article “Cuidado con el Postismo” (Be Careful with Postism). 
The cover of the magazine showed a full-color photograph of Gregorio 
Prieto, taken by Eduardo Chicharro in Rome (1928–29). Against a dé-
modé background, the painter from La Mancha is seen shaving, with a 
razor in his hand and blood on his face. The photograph provides both a 
frame and a motif for the headline, “BE CAREFUL WITH POSTISM!”, 
and carries the following succulent caption: “Postism is already in the 
street, and has even turned into a magazine. The new artistic modality 
reaches not only the plastic arts and literature but also photography. A 
Postist photo is this one you see here. It is called “Devorado por los ma-
los instintos” (Devoured by Bad Instincts), and in it Gregorio Prieto has 
allowed himself to be portrayed, patiently, as in a cabinet of monstrosi-
ties” (see note 29). 

8 Falange Española Tradicionalista y de las Juntas de Ofensiva Nacional 
Sindicalista (Traditionalist Spanish Phalanx of the Committees of the 
National Syndicalist Offensive).—Ed.

9 Eduardo Chicharro, “Nos echan de la poesía,” La Cerbatana (Madrid), 
no. 1 (1945): 4.

Jaume Pont
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No quites los ojos de lo que veas  
(Don’t Take Your Eyes Off What You See), no. 512, 1951

170

contrafactum with respect to official art.
2
 The adoption of such 

a stance brought with it a very evident critical revision of the 
Spanish classical and realist heritage, which were subjected to 
distortion, parody, and mockery, while at the same time it set 
up the marvelous, the humorous, and the offbeat as distinctive 

2
 CH. H. [Chicharro Hijo/Eduardo Chicharro], “Manifiesto del postis-
mo,” Postismo (Madrid), no. 1 (1945); Chicharro Hijo, Silvano Sernesi, 
and Carlos Edmundo de Ory, “Segundo manifiesto del postismo,” La 
Estafeta Literaria (Madrid), special issue (1946); Chicharro Hijo, “Ter-
cer manifiesto del postismo,” El Minuto, no. 1, 2nd epoch, supplement 
of La Hora (Madrid), 1947. The first three manifestos were compiled in 
Carlos Edmundo de Ory, Poesía (1945–1969), ed. Félix Grande (Barcelona: 
Edhasa, 1970), 279–306. It was Gonzalo Armero who added a fourth 
manifesto (1947 or 1948) to the three already known: Chebé [Chicha-
rro Briones/Eduardo Chicharro] and Carlos Edmundo de Ory, “Cuarto 
manifiesto postista,” in Eduardo Chicharro, Música celestial y otros poemas, 
ed. Gonzalo Armero (Madrid: Seminarios y Ediciones, 1974), 311–12, and 
in Jaume Pont, El Postismo, 291–93.
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Caras o caretas (Faces or Masks), no. 331, 1948
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the following words: “How alone we’re going to be, but how 
well off!” Three years later, the journalist Pilar Yvars headed 
her interview with Eduardo Chicharro with this implacable 
diagnosis: “Postism, or the Old Age of a Newborn.”10

A great many things of all kinds had happened in those 
three years. There had been accusations leveled at the “most 

10 Pilar Yvars, “El postismo, o la vejez de un recién nacido, Fotos (Madrid), 
January 5, 1948.
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Postism

Jaume Pont

In the early days of 1945, with the historical avant-gardes as 
their most conspicuous point of reference, the poet and painter 
Eduardo Chicharro Briones and two very young poets, Carlos 
Edmundo de Ory and Silvano Sernesi, presented, using the 
name of postismo, the Spanish version of an avant-garde aesthetic 
and literary movement that consolidated the essential aspects  
of the preceding isms, with Surrealism in the foreground.

1
 Novel 

triangular cards were used by the “magical trigeminal nerve  
of the new aesthetic,” as they liked to call themselves, to an-
nounce their public baptism on Twelfth Night, January 5, 1945, 
at the Café Castilla in Madrid’s Calle de las Infantas.

Together with the stimulating effects of chance and play, 
absurdity and laughter, dreams and presentations of the sub-
conscious, imagination and a ludic freedom were to become 
hallmarks of their artistic expression. Or as they declared in 
their four manifestos, with poetry and painting, in that order, 
at the center, theirs was creation conceived as an irreverence or 

1
 Jaume Pont, El Postismo. Un movimiento estético-literario de vanguardia 
(Barcelona: Edicions del Mall, 1987); Isabel Navas Ocaña, El movimiento 
postista. Teoría y crítica (Almería: Universidad de Almería, 1997); and also 
by Isabel Navas Ocaña, El postismo (Cuenca: El Toro de Barro, 2000). 
For a critical study of the role of Postism in the culture and visual arts 
of the postwar years in Spain, see the excellent article by Rosario Peiró, 
“Una lectura del postismo desde las artes visuales,” in Campo cerrado. Arte 
y poder en la posguerra española, 1939–1953, ed. María Dolores Jiménez-
Blanco, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía (Madrid: 
MNCARS, 2013), 189–205 (English: “A Reading of Postismo through the 
Visual Arts,” 380–81).
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pitiful dementia” of those who had dared, in the shelter of “the 
avant-garde, pro-Russian, and Popular Front-ish France,” to dis-
inter “the putrefying corpse of the isms,” calling literally for the 
invader to be consigned to “jail, the madhouse, or the scaffold.”11 
There had also been fervent expressions of support, among the 
most noteworthy of which were that of Eugenio d’Ors in his 
Novísimo glosario of 1945,12 and, above all, that of Juan Eduardo 
Cirlot, who hailed the Postists in a voluminous correspondence 
from Barcelona to the cry of “I too love you, celestial mirrors 
of mine.”13 Afterward came the always stimulating presence of 
Francisco Nieva, and, above all, the role played by the young poets 
Ángel Crespo and Gabino-Alejandro Carriedo, who disseminated 
a second-stage Postism, more committed to the social urgency 
of the moment, whose most significant appearance was in the 
poetry magazine El pájaro de paja (1950). In the “closed field” of 
Spanish culture immediately after the war, the seeds scattered by 
the Postists began to bear the first fruits of their various teach-
ings. A forthright letter from one of their followers, included in 

11 As a memorial of the injuries they had suffered, the Postists’ second 
manifesto included fragments of the correspondence they had received 
and articles that had appeared in the press. See CH. H., Sernesi, and de 
Ory, “Segundo manifiesto del postismo,” in Pont, El Postismo, 271–75.

12 Eugenio d’Ors describes Postism, with a borrowing from William Blake, 
as a “third harvest of glory.” According to Xènius, the “Postist or Super-
realist” spirit concentrates a certain “sworn state of sensibility to disor-
der and dreams.… Every revolution has its classics; every assonance, its 
disciplines.” With the Postists, in a pure state of pre-avant-garde mod-
ernism, there appear to parade together with Blake, like “a procession 
of glowworms,” the additional figures of “the shadow of Hölderlin, the 
ghost of Gérard de Nerval, the ectoplasm of the Comte de Lautréamont.” 
Eugenio d’Ors, “Novísimo Glosario: William Blake,” Arriba (Madrid), 
April 16, 1945; cited in Pont, El Postismo, 435–37. Another important ar-
ticle, similarly appreciative though less fervent than Xènius, was signed 
by César González Ruano, “Los postistas,” Crítica (Barcelona) 2, no. 6 
(April 1945).

13 Published in La Cerbatana as a spreadsheet collage entitled “Nuestros 
amigos esos locos” (Those Madmen, Our Friends), which contains draw-
ings, calligrams, and typed or handwritten texts by Postist sympathizers. 
La Cerbatana (Madrid), no. 1 (1945).
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Does this mean that representations of dreams and their close 
connection to the marvelous constitute a fundamental part of 
Postist imagery? Most certainly. They recur obsessively in the 
Postist poetry of Carlos Edmundo de Ory, Eduardo Chicharro, 
Ángel Crespo, Gabino-Alejandro Carriedo, and Félix Casanova de 
Ayala; in the theater of Francisco Nieva and Fernando Arrabal; 
and in the painting of Nieva and Nanda Papiri. From the very 
founding principles of Postism, whose first manifesto was clearly 
influenced by Freud, dreams were the materialization of the 
object of desire, the transgression of the forbidden, and the tran-
scendence, as André Breton affirmed, of the limits fixed by the 
laws of conventional utilitarianism: “When the imagination 
works,” Chicharro said in the Manifesto of Postism, “man is 
awake and active; when man is awake but his imagination does 
not work, man is at a halt, and if he acts, he acts through the 
force of inertia; when man sleeps, his imagination also works, 
but separately from him.”33

De Ory and Chicharro were self-confessed admirers of the 
characteristic Surrealist image based on the fusion of two distinct 
and distant realities, an image that owes so much to Lautréamont. 
For them, chance meant just that, a ludic or random subversion, 
and, to recall the words of Max Ernst, “the chance meeting of 
two distant realities on an unfamiliar plane.”34 Here we enter 
that perturbing space that is so indebted to the creative word 
of Lautréamont and to the precise formulation given by Pierre 
Reverdy in Nord-Sud (Paris, March 1918): “The more the relation-
ship between the two juxtaposed realities is distant and true, the 
stronger the image will be—the greater its emotional power and 
poetic reality.”35 The Postist exaltation of play and laughter, to-
gether with a search for the marvelous that makes the dissimilar, 
random, rare, and strange converge on the same poetic plane, are 

33 CH. H., “Manifiesto del postismo,” 248.
34 Max Ernst, “Comment on force l’inspiration,” Le Surréalisme au service 

de la révolution (Paris), no. 6 (1933): 43.
35 Cited in André Breton, “First Manifesto of Surrealism” (1924), in Manifestoes 

of Surrealism, trans. Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 1969), 20.
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the critical tension between tradition and avant-garde that 
characterized them, the Postists opted in this exhibition for 
an open and artistically eclectic selection that brought together 
Postist painters, writers, and poets along with various sympa-
thizers. They ranged from Chicharro, Nanda Papiri, and Carlos 
Edmundo de Ory to the poet Francisco Loredo, the illustrator 
Luis Lasa Maffei, and the painters José Caballero, Juan Castelló, 
Gregorio del Olmo, Enrique Núñez Castelo, and Francisco San 
José, several of whom had links with the teaching of Benjamín 
Palencia.

21

the image, with the building of the Madrid Stock Exchange in the back-
ground, one can appreciate the young poet from Cádiz in a cap, a crop 
in his hand, riding a wooden hobby horse, in what is an obvious parody 
of the Academy.

21
 Only one month earlier, de Ory had contributed eight drawings and 
Nanda Papiri one oil painting (El sol y la sombra incandescente [The Sun 
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Devil, and their joint creation of the play La lámpara (The Lamp, 
1945), a comedy of the absurd that remains unpublished to date, 
which Francisco Nieva saw as containing the whole system of 
the theater of the absurd long before the emergence of Ionesco 
and other Central European writers. Another experiment, equal-
ly important as a precursor, was the writing of El pájaro en la 
nieve (The Bird in the Snow, 1949), a collage novel by Eduardo 
Chicharro based on “illustrations/stimulus” by Francisco Nieva. 
With a creative method similar to that of Raymond Roussel in 
Locus Solus and Impressions of Africa, though without the compo-
sitional sophistication shown in How I Wrote Certain of My Books, 
this unpublished novel by Chicharro, which predates Italo 
Calvino and Gabriel García Márquez, is described by Nieva as 
“fantastic realism with a depth that, in my opinion, surpasses 
that provisional definition.”

28

An account of this distinctive feature of Postism would 
be incomplete without mention of its magazines, Postismo and 
La Cerbatana (The Blowpipe), where considerable complicity is 
established with the reader by means of design, formal games 
and forceful illustrations, photographs, headlines, calligrams, 
manuscript collages, entertaining advertisements, and subscrip-
tion forms reduced virtually to the point of absurdity, making 
them a testing ground for compositional imagination. Jaime Pol 
Girbal, a very young journalist who was in charge of the layout 
and typesetting of the magazine Postismo in 1945, was to relate 
a number of these artistic vicissitudes, which recall the Surreal-
ist cadavre exquis, the collage, or the performance. Here is one 
of them:

It was the night when the plates [of the magazine] had to be drawn. 
“Since they have blind faith in us,” said Ory, “we’re going to draw 
our first manifesto plates blind.” Each of us took his bit of pa-
per, closed his eyes, concentrated on the chosen theme (it was the 

28
 Francisco Nieva, “Datos sobre una novela alquímica,” Poesía (Madrid), 
no. 2, monographic issue dedicated to E. Chicharro (August–September 
1978): 60.
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the Second Manifesto, of 1946, could not be more explicit in this 
respect:

That is the task entrusted to Postism: to start the evolution, the 
revolution, to extirpate the anodyne cyst, to elude the leprosy 
of the inconsequential with an enormous therapy, with a surgi-
cal opportunity, even if it is necessary to amputate… or decapi-
tate. Aesthetics demands its guillotine, which may very well be 
Postism.14

The Ism of All Isms, or the End of Isms

Rather than a new ism in itself, Postism tried to be the epitome 
or quintessence of them all. Instead of a school, then, their pro-
posals materialized in a generative movement or impulse, an atti-
tude syncretic, let us say, of the essential features of the rebellion 
of the imagination. No dogmatism, then. No sole creed, but a 
clean sheet issuing like a passe-partout into a transformation or 
critical reading of the avant-garde tradition. This explains not 
only its express recognition of the part played by the historic 
isms in the first third of the twentieth century, with special men-
tion for Surrealism, Dadaism, and Expressionism, but its claim 
to have surpassed them. Its family tree is laid out very clearly in 
the Third Manifesto of Postism:

In terms of family relations, Postism is the son of Surrealism, the 
grandson of Dadaism, and the nephew of Expressionism. What 
does it inherit from Dadaism? Very little: perhaps the intuition 
and purity of all primitivism. What from Surrealism? The ex-
ploration of the subconscious. And what from Expressionism? 
Expressivity. Furthermore, it coincides with it in its resemblance 
to the artistic production of the mentally disturbed.

Within these similarities, how is it principally distinguished? 
It differs from Dadaism in that it tends toward a technically mature 
artistic creation that does not always break with tradition. From 

14 CH. H., Sernesi, and de Ory, “Segundo manifiesto del postismo,” 274.

Jaume Pont

191

It seems almost unnecessary to add that the visual force of 
the Postist poems makes them look like pictures, while the pic-
tures are like poems. The obsession with making the marvelous 
visible, and with it an accumulation of objects capable of trans-
mitting latent desires, provides recurrent motifs for the open pic-
torial and literary field of the new ism. It is a determining idea 
behind Chicharro’s Postist painting El niño muerto (The Dead 
Child), reproduced in the magazine Postismo and today sadly lost, 
as well as the drawings of Carlos Edmundo de Ory, the visual 
art of Francisco Nieva and Nanda Papiri, and numerous poems. 
The world of Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland and Through the 
Looking Glass, with such overarching motifs as the White Rabbit 
or the far side of the mirror, becomes visible in “Carta de noche 
a Carlos” (Night Letter to Carlos) by Eduardo Chicharro, “Ro-
mance del deseo” by Ángel Crespo, and very explicitly in “Alicia 
en el país de las maravillas” (Alice in Wonderland), a little-known 
sonnet by Fernando Arrabal:

A girl with layered skirts
her shoe is bigger than the house
the wise doe rabbit in the Espasa Encyclopedia
and the looking glass traverses her locks
…

death is steered upward and knows
where the mirrors without remnants are
grasshoppers hop out of her eyes.32

Primera antología de mis versos (Ciudad Real: Jabalón, 1949), 92–93. See 
also Jaume Pont, “Ángel Crespo y el Postismo,” in “Pues digo mi canción…” 
En Florencia, para Ángel Crespo, ed. Stefano Rossi, Dipartimento di Lingue 
e Letterature Neolatine/Università degli Studi di Firenze (Florence: Alinea 
Editrice, 2000), 41–58.

32 “Una niña con faldas en cadena / es mayor su zapato que la casa / la co-
neja sapienta en el Espasa / y el espejo atraviesa su melena / … / dirigida 
la muerte sube y sabe / donde están los espejos sin despojos / saltamontes 
le saltan por los ojos.” Fernando Arrabal, “Alicia en el país de las mara-
villas,” Índice (Madrid) 21, no. 205, special issue devoted to the Pánico 
movement (1976).
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appeals of the manifestos to ludic experience are made in the 
name of imagination and the freedom of the spirit. In this con-
text, it is no wonder that crucial importance is assigned to the 
imaginary world of childhood, both in the magazines and in 
the exhibition of Pintura moderna y Post-Ismo (Modern Painting 
and Post-Ism) held at the Arte Macoy galleries in Zaragoza (May 
17–27, 1948), to which Lilla and Tony, the children of Nanda 
Papiri and Eduardo Chicharro, contributed drawings and po-
ems.

20
 As a result of their playful spirit, and in consonance with 

spirit to the collective experiences and action poems of his Atelier de 
Poésie Ouverte (A.P.O.) in Amiens. See Jesús Fernández Palacios, “Car-
los Edmundo de Ory y el A.P.O.,” Actas Dadá-Surrealismo: Precursores, 
marginales y heterodoxos (Cádiz: Universidad de Cádiz, 1986).

20
 Play, irreverence, and the creative recuperation of the child’s universe 
come together in a photography by de Ory dating from the years of Post-
ism (Archivo de la Fundación Carlos Edmundo de Ory de Cádiz). In 
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of the most emblematic examples of Postist imagery. It shows a 
young Gregorio Prieto “with a nude torso and his head covered 
by what looks like some sort of astral helmet, while a playing card 
seems to be balancing on the middle of his chest.”30 With its nu-
dity, its futuristic helmet, and its playing card, the image clearly 
invokes the nascent ism, its challenging manifesto, and its vindica-
tion of chance and play. A poem by Ángel Crespo, “Romance del 
deseo” (Romance of Desire), is equally significant in this respect:

We were so tired
of life drinking
that we made an appointment
to pray in silence
and we would go to the sea
the marine element
where the fish tend
to traverse mirrors
and where man puts
the flesh of his dead
and reflects their eyes
under a hat.31

30 Pont, El Postismo, 166. The photograph in question belongs to some exer-
cises in photographic doublage carried out by Eduardo Chicharro, with 
Gregorio Prieto as a model, in Rome in 1928 and 1929. It was in those 
years that the protohistoric seeds of Postism were sown, the specific con-
text being the Academia de Bellas Artes de España in Rome, where the 
young Prieto and Chicharro were studying with a bursary for board and 
accommodation. The director of this prestigious institution was the paint-
er Eduardo Chicharro Agüera, the father of the future founder of Postism. 
Some of the photographs were published in the catalogue Gregorio Prieto: 
Exposición antológica, exh. cat. Dirección General del Patrimonio Artístico, 
Archivos y Museos (Madrid: Patronato Nacional de Museos, 1978). See 
also Eduardo Chicharro, “Autobiografía,” in Música celestial y otros poemas, 
334–35; and Gregorio Prieto y la fotografía, exh. cat. Real Academia de Be-
llas Artes de San Fernando (Madrid: Fundación Gregorio Prieto, 2014).

31 “Estábamos tan hartos / de la vida bebiendo / que nos dimos hora / para 
orar en silencio / y fuésemos al mar / el marino elemento, / donde los 
peces suelen / atravesar espejos / y donde pone el hombre / la carne de 
sus muertos / y refleja sus ojos / debajo de un sombrero.” Ángel Crespo, 
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1945), and Balanza (Scale; mixed media, 1950), which share in 
the concept of the celibate machine found so often in artists 
like Marcel Duchamp, Roussel, or Ludwig Zeller. In several of 
his paintings, and in his drawings and collages, Nieva operates 
through the transformation and decodification of the Surrealist 
object, achieving an art of baroque forms with great chromatic, 
conceptual, and oneiric force. As the axial principle of Postist 
creation, this oneiric force eventually became the decisive stim-
ulus in the drawings and collages of Carlos Edmundo de Ory, 
manifestly imbued with artistic and poetic force. A paradigmatic 
example is the drawing (Untitled, 1948) of a serpentine figure 
holding a baton or flute in its hands.

And what can we say of the photograph illustrating the cover 
of the magazine Postismo? There is no doubt that we have here one 
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Surrealism, in that it makes use of the subconscious, but passes  
it afterward through a conscious selection (ul ti mately also subcon-
scious). From Expressionism, in that it enriches the dissociative 
and symbolic-interpretive expression with rhythmic-decorative 
technical forms, hence allowing it to appear indistinctly in the 
visual arts or in poetry.15

In this context, it is enormously significant that the Postists 
should have placed particular emphasis on substituting the con-
cept of inventors for that of discoverers of the new ism: “Postism 
always existed; … we have not created Postism but have discov-
ered it.”16 They thus situate themselves, like the Surrealists, in a 
timeless dialectic of the spirit that reveals Postist vestiges in an 
open field ranging from the Bible, the Divine Comedy, and Don 
Quixote to Joyce, passing through Rabelais and Erasmus or the 
painting of Bosch, Brueghel, Teniers, and Dürer. The same dia-
lectic bore fruit in the works of Mallarmé, Poe, Kafka, Wilde, 
Verne, or Gómez de la Serna, and in artists with the creative im-
pulse of Picasso, Dalí, Ernst, or the Surrealists. It is readily ap-
preciated that notwithstanding the diversity of the constants of 
their artistic and literary thought, they always remained faithful 
to three tenets: the critical revision of the medium-term or im-
mediate past; the aggiornamento or updating of the avant-garde 
strategy; and, in the third place, the transversality of their creative 
project as an interartistic, transhistorical, and universalist move-
ment. Like Tristan Tzara in the 1918 Dada Manifesto, the Postists 
held that a work of art of the past is comparable to the present 
solely by virtue of its novelty. Only in this way, as André Breton 
pointed out in the 1924 Surrealist Manifesto, can writers like 
Poe, Rimbaud, or Baudelaire, or painters like Bosch, be “read” 
as Surrealists avant la lettre. And only in this way too can we 

15 CH. H., “Tercer manifiesto del postismo,” in Pont, El postismo, 287.
16 CH. H., Sernesi, and de Ory, “Segundo manifiesto del postismo,” 264. 

This transhistorical spirit finds a response in the broad anthology by 
Raúl Herrero, Antología de poesía postista (Zaragoza: Libros del Innom-
brable, 1998).
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Oedipus complex that time), and allowed his spirit to impregnate 
him with the hand of talent.29

In continuity with this context, it is obvious that many of the key 
images of Postism have a Surrealist parentage, very especially 
those that revolve obsessively around motifs that address oth-
erness through the symbology of water, mirrors, playing cards, 
soft objects, multiple eyes, headless creatures, and, of course, the 
fantastic and wondrous bestiary, itself a motif akin to the vi-
sual art of Nanda Papiri and, more recently, the painter Antonio 
Beneyto, a self-confessed Neo-Postist. This is the case of an oil 
on canvas (Untitled, ca. 1945–50) closely related to the plastic in-
spiration of the Expressionism of Emil Nolde, in which Papiri 
submerges us in a dream world that strings together an animal 
kingdom stylized as a bestiary of fantastic monsters (oneiric zoo-
morphism is also a characteristic of the Roman artist’s ink draw-
ings), mask-figures, and a face split down the middle in a clear 
allusion to the limits between dream and reality. This is a dis-
quieting world of intense emotional and chromatic vivacity that 
pairs up perfectly with another oil on canvas by Nanda Papiri, 
also untitled and dating probably from the period 1945 to 1950, 
associated this time with a country scene of a ceremonial, festive, 
and Dionysiac character. A sun god in the form of a divine trinity, 
with three superimposed facial profiles and three eyes, presides 
over a ceremony performed by a pair of dancers. Both figures are 
heavily individualized. The woman, “unique,” is associated as 
tellus mater with an altar/drum goddess with cornucopia, while 
the man, “diverse,” is represented in his turn with a triple face in 
what seems to be a pure emanation of solar power.

Postist and Surrealist motifs with a zoomorphic inspira-
tion are also projected onto the fascinating visual art of Francisco 
Nieva, examples being Dragón (Dragon; collage, 1945) and Paloma 
(Dove; mixed media, 1950). His work is full of mechanical ob-
jects/figures, as in Castanet (collage, 1945), Postismo (engraving, 

29 Jaime Pol Girbal, “El postismo: historia de mil duros,” Revista de Actua-
lidades (Barcelona), no. 310 (March 22–28, 1958).
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come to conceive of the march of Postism as continuous with 
the lesson of the Surrealists:

Born today of Surrealism in Spain is the sole hope and supreme 
liberation of this poor little world of singing parrots, daub-
ers, and shallow thinkers: Postism. Postism is thus born of a 
necessity, has its raison d’être, and presents patent historical 
precedents.

[We, the Postists] have done no more than discover very 
particular possibilities in certain literary and artistic forms to-
day (in Spain and, especially, abroad) inherited from earlier isms, 
encounter the manifest influence of Surrealism and of painting 
and poetry, study the gaps left by the Surrealist movement and 
its pernicious twists and turns, and finally search for a name for 
the new movement, this Post-Surrealism which, for love of brev-
ity and because aspects of some other isms are admitted, we have 
decided to call POSTISM.17

Play, Humor, Wonder…

In theory and in practice as well as in public, the group’s provo-
cations or boutades at the Café Gijón, usually aimed at inflaming 
the tempers of the official bards who happened to be there, were 
constant between the years 1945 and 1948. Postist poetics were 
given over to play as the fundamental principle of creation and 
transformation.18 As Eduardo Chicharro wrote in the Manifesto of 
Postism, play, the spirit of Postist form, crystallizes a process 
of exploration “transferred to the category of a base technique 
or fundamental factor of the directly emotional.”19 In fact, the 

17 Ibid., 264–65.
18 Play is the axis around which the first Postist manifesto revolves. See 

Jaume Pont, “Ludomanía postista,” in Ludus. Cine, arte y deporte en la 
literatura española de vanguardia, ed. Gabrielle Morelli (Valencia: Pre-
Textos, 2000).

19 CH. H., “Manifiesto del postismo,” in Pont, El Postismo, 257. In 1968, 
with the countercultural impulse of the events of May in France and the 
example of the Situationist International, de Ory transferred this Postist 
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1945), and Balanza (Scale; mixed media, 1950), which share in 
the concept of the celibate machine found so often in artists 
like Marcel Duchamp, Roussel, or Ludwig Zeller. In several of 
his paintings, and in his drawings and collages, Nieva operates 
through the transformation and decodification of the Surrealist 
object, achieving an art of baroque forms with great chromatic, 
conceptual, and oneiric force. As the axial principle of Postist 
creation, this oneiric force eventually became the decisive stim-
ulus in the drawings and collages of Carlos Edmundo de Ory, 
manifestly imbued with artistic and poetic force. A paradigmatic 
example is the drawing (Untitled, 1948) of a serpentine figure 
holding a baton or flute in its hands.

And what can we say of the photograph illustrating the cover 
of the magazine Postismo? There is no doubt that we have here one 
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Surrealism, in that it makes use of the subconscious, but passes  
it afterward through a conscious selection (ul ti mately also subcon-
scious). From Expressionism, in that it enriches the dissociative 
and symbolic-interpretive expression with rhythmic-decorative 
technical forms, hence allowing it to appear indistinctly in the 
visual arts or in poetry.

15

In this context, it is enormously significant that the Postists 
should have placed particular emphasis on substituting the con-
cept of inventors for that of discoverers of the new ism: “Postism 
always existed; … we have not created Postism but have discov-
ered it.”

16
 They thus situate themselves, like the Surrealists, in a 

timeless dialectic of the spirit that reveals Postist vestiges in an 
open field ranging from the Bible, the Divine Comedy, and Don 
Quixote to Joyce, passing through Rabelais and Erasmus or the 
painting of Bosch, Brueghel, Teniers, and Dürer. The same dia-
lectic bore fruit in the works of Mallarmé, Poe, Kafka, Wilde, 
Verne, or Gómez de la Serna, and in artists with the creative im-
pulse of Picasso, Dalí, Ernst, or the Surrealists. It is readily ap-
preciated that notwithstanding the diversity of the constants of 
their artistic and literary thought, they always remained faithful 
to three tenets: the critical revision of the medium-term or im-
mediate past; the aggiornamento or updating of the avant-garde 
strategy; and, in the third place, the transversality of their creative 
project as an interartistic, transhistorical, and universalist move-
ment. Like Tristan Tzara in the 1918 Dada Manifesto, the Postists 
held that a work of art of the past is comparable to the present 
solely by virtue of its novelty. Only in this way, as André Breton 
pointed out in the 1924 Surrealist Manifesto, can writers like 
Poe, Rimbaud, or Baudelaire, or painters like Bosch, be “read” 
as Surrealists avant la lettre. And only in this way too can we 

15
 CH. H., “Tercer manifiesto del postismo,” in Pont, El postismo, 287.

16
 CH. H., Sernesi, and de Ory, “Segundo manifiesto del postismo,” 264. 
This transhistorical spirit finds a response in the broad anthology by 
Raúl Herrero, Antología de poesía postista (Zaragoza: Libros del Innom-
brable, 1998).
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appeals of the manifestos to ludic experience are made in the 
name of imagination and the freedom of the spirit. In this con-
text, it is no wonder that crucial importance is assigned to the 
imaginary world of childhood, both in the magazines and in 
the exhibition of Pintura moderna y Post-Ismo (Modern Painting 
and Post-Ism) held at the Arte Macoy galleries in Zaragoza (May 
17–27, 1948), to which Lilla and Tony, the children of Nanda 
Papiri and Eduardo Chicharro, contributed drawings and po-
ems.20 As a result of their playful spirit, and in consonance with 

spirit to the collective experiences and action poems of his Atelier de 
Poésie Ouverte (A.P.O.) in Amiens. See Jesús Fernández Palacios, “Car-
los Edmundo de Ory y el A.P.O.,” Actas Dadá-Surrealismo: Precursores, 
marginales y heterodoxos (Cádiz: Universidad de Cádiz, 1986).

20 Play, irreverence, and the creative recuperation of the child’s universe 
come together in a photography by de Ory dating from the years of Post-
ism (Archivo de la Fundación Carlos Edmundo de Ory de Cádiz). In 
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of the most emblematic examples of Postist imagery. It shows a 
young Gregorio Prieto “with a nude torso and his head covered 
by what looks like some sort of astral helmet, while a playing card 
seems to be balancing on the middle of his chest.”

30
 With its nu-

dity, its futuristic helmet, and its playing card, the image clearly 
invokes the nascent ism, its challenging manifesto, and its vindica-
tion of chance and play. A poem by Ángel Crespo, “Romance del 
deseo” (Romance of Desire), is equally significant in this respect:

We were so tired
of life drinking
that we made an appointment
to pray in silence
and we would go to the sea
the marine element
where the fish tend
to traverse mirrors
and where man puts
the flesh of his dead
and reflects their eyes
under a hat.

31

30
 Pont, El Postismo, 166. The photograph in question belongs to some exer-
cises in photographic doublage carried out by Eduardo Chicharro, with 
Gregorio Prieto as a model, in Rome in 1928 and 1929. It was in those 
years that the protohistoric seeds of Postism were sown, the specific con-
text being the Academia de Bellas Artes de España in Rome, where the 
young Prieto and Chicharro were studying with a bursary for board and 
accommodation. The director of this prestigious institution was the paint-
er Eduardo Chicharro Agüera, the father of the future founder of Postism. 
Some of the photographs were published in the catalogue Gregorio Prieto: 
Exposición antológica, exh. cat. Dirección General del Patrimonio Artístico, 
Archivos y Museos (Madrid: Patronato Nacional de Museos, 1978). See 
also Eduardo Chicharro, “Autobiografía,” in Música celestial y otros poemas, 
334–35; and Gregorio Prieto y la fotografía, exh. cat. Real Academia de Be-
llas Artes de San Fernando (Madrid: Fundación Gregorio Prieto, 2014).

31
 “Estábamos tan hartos / de la vida bebiendo / que nos dimos hora / para 
orar en silencio / y fuésemos al mar / el marino elemento, / donde los 
peces suelen / atravesar espejos / y donde pone el hombre / la carne de 
sus muertos / y refleja sus ojos / debajo de un sombrero.” Ángel Crespo, 
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the critical tension between tradition and avant-garde that 
characterized them, the Postists opted in this exhibition for 
an open and artistically eclectic selection that brought together 
Postist painters, writers, and poets along with various sympa-
thizers. They ranged from Chicharro, Nanda Papiri, and Carlos 
Edmundo de Ory to the poet Francisco Loredo, the illustrator 
Luis Lasa Maffei, and the painters José Caballero, Juan Castelló, 
Gregorio del Olmo, Enrique Núñez Castelo, and Francisco San 
José, several of whom had links with the teaching of Benjamín 
Palencia.21

the image, with the building of the Madrid Stock Exchange in the back-
ground, one can appreciate the young poet from Cádiz in a cap, a crop 
in his hand, riding a wooden hobby horse, in what is an obvious parody 
of the Academy.

21 Only one month earlier, de Ory had contributed eight drawings and 
Nanda Papiri one oil painting (El sol y la sombra incandescente [The Sun 
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Devil, and their joint creation of the play La lámpara (The Lamp, 
1945), a comedy of the absurd that remains unpublished to date, 
which Francisco Nieva saw as containing the whole system of 
the theater of the absurd long before the emergence of Ionesco 
and other Central European writers. Another experiment, equal-
ly important as a precursor, was the writing of El pájaro en la 
nieve (The Bird in the Snow, 1949), a collage novel by Eduardo 
Chicharro based on “illustrations/stimulus” by Francisco Nieva. 
With a creative method similar to that of Raymond Roussel in 
Locus Solus and Impressions of Africa, though without the compo-
sitional sophistication shown in How I Wrote Certain of My Books, 
this unpublished novel by Chicharro, which predates Italo 
Calvino and Gabriel García Márquez, is described by Nieva as 
“fantastic realism with a depth that, in my opinion, surpasses 
that provisional definition.”28

An account of this distinctive feature of Postism would 
be incomplete without mention of its magazines, Postismo and 
La Cerbatana (The Blowpipe), where considerable complicity is 
established with the reader by means of design, formal games 
and forceful illustrations, photographs, headlines, calligrams, 
manuscript collages, entertaining advertisements, and subscrip-
tion forms reduced virtually to the point of absurdity, making 
them a testing ground for compositional imagination. Jaime Pol 
Girbal, a very young journalist who was in charge of the layout 
and typesetting of the magazine Postismo in 1945, was to relate 
a number of these artistic vicissitudes, which recall the Surreal-
ist cadavre exquis, the collage, or the performance. Here is one 
of them:

It was the night when the plates [of the magazine] had to be drawn. 
“Since they have blind faith in us,” said Ory, “we’re going to draw 
our first manifesto plates blind.” Each of us took his bit of pa-
per, closed his eyes, concentrated on the chosen theme (it was the 

28 Francisco Nieva, “Datos sobre una novela alquímica,” Poesía (Madrid), 
no. 2, monographic issue dedicated to E. Chicharro (August–September 
1978): 60.
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the Second Manifesto, of 1946, could not be more explicit in this 
respect:

That is the task entrusted to Postism: to start the evolution, the 
revolution, to extirpate the anodyne cyst, to elude the leprosy 
of the inconsequential with an enormous therapy, with a surgi-
cal opportunity, even if it is necessary to amputate… or decapi-
tate. Aesthetics demands its guillotine, which may very well be 
Postism.

14

The Ism of All Isms, or the End of Isms

Rather than a new ism in itself, Postism tried to be the epitome 
or quintessence of them all. Instead of a school, then, their pro-
posals materialized in a generative movement or impulse, an atti-
tude syncretic, let us say, of the essential features of the rebellion 
of the imagination. No dogmatism, then. No sole creed, but a 
clean sheet issuing like a passe-partout into a transformation or 
critical reading of the avant-garde tradition. This explains not 
only its express recognition of the part played by the historic 
isms in the first third of the twentieth century, with special men-
tion for Surrealism, Dadaism, and Expressionism, but its claim 
to have surpassed them. Its family tree is laid out very clearly in 
the Third Manifesto of Postism:

In terms of family relations, Postism is the son of Surrealism, the 
grandson of Dadaism, and the nephew of Expressionism. What 
does it inherit from Dadaism? Very little: perhaps the intuition 
and purity of all primitivism. What from Surrealism? The ex-
ploration of the subconscious. And what from Expressionism? 
Expressivity. Furthermore, it coincides with it in its resemblance 
to the artistic production of the mentally disturbed.

Within these similarities, how is it principally distinguished? 
It differs from Dadaism in that it tends toward a technically mature 
artistic creation that does not always break with tradition. From 

14 
CH. H., Sernesi, and de Ory, “Segundo manifiesto del postismo,” 274.
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It seems almost unnecessary to add that the visual force of 
the Postist poems makes them look like pictures, while the pic-
tures are like poems. The obsession with making the marvelous 
visible, and with it an accumulation of objects capable of trans-
mitting latent desires, provides recurrent motifs for the open pic-
torial and literary field of the new ism. It is a determining idea 
behind Chicharro’s Postist painting El niño muerto (The Dead 
Child), reproduced in the magazine Postismo and today sadly lost, 
as well as the drawings of Carlos Edmundo de Ory, the visual 
art of Francisco Nieva and Nanda Papiri, and numerous poems. 
The world of Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland and Through the 
Looking Glass, with such overarching motifs as the White Rabbit 
or the far side of the mirror, becomes visible in “Carta de noche 
a Carlos” (Night Letter to Carlos) by Eduardo Chicharro, “Ro-
mance del deseo” by Ángel Crespo, and very explicitly in “Alicia 
en el país de las maravillas” (Alice in Wonderland), a little-known 
sonnet by Fernando Arrabal:

A girl with layered skirts
her shoe is bigger than the house
the wise doe rabbit in the Espasa Encyclopedia
and the looking glass traverses her locks
…

death is steered upward and knows
where the mirrors without remnants are
grasshoppers hop out of her eyes.

32

Primera antología de mis versos (Ciudad Real: Jabalón, 1949), 92–93. See 
also Jaume Pont, “Ángel Crespo y el Postismo,” in “Pues digo mi canción…” 
En Florencia, para Ángel Crespo, ed. Stefano Rossi, Dipartimento di Lingue 
e Letterature Neolatine/Università degli Studi di Firenze (Florence: Alinea 
Editrice, 2000), 41–58.

32
 “Una niña con faldas en cadena / es mayor su zapato que la casa / la co-
neja sapienta en el Espasa / y el espejo atraviesa su melena / … / dirigida 
la muerte sube y sabe / donde están los espejos sin despojos / saltamontes 
le saltan por los ojos.” Fernando Arrabal, “Alicia en el país de las mara-
villas,” Índice (Madrid) 21, no. 205, special issue devoted to the Pánico 
movement (1976).

Postism
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Above all, however, the sense of play that emerged from the 
provocative ideas of the new Postist aesthetic diluted the tran-
scendent and undermined the seriousness of life, invoking paro-
dies and chance coincidences that subverted norms and models.22 
In sum, it appealed to the reader to wander through art as if it 
were a carnivalesque ritual or the mirror that hides the marvel of 
a back-to-front world. In this approach, as we mentioned earlier, 
there are most certainly artistic presuppositions that recall the 
playful pronouncements of the Futurists, Dadaists, Surrealists, 
and Expressionists. Let us recall the words of Max Jacob: “Art 
is purely a distraction”; or those of the Futurist Ardengo Soffici, 
broader and more ambitious: “Art tends toward a supreme lib-
eration in becoming a supreme distraction.”23 In the same way, 
André Breton and Paul Éluard described the creative act as “the 
expression of which a beautiful hunting accident forms part,”24 
and Chicharro, echoing these precedents in the Manifesto of 
Postism, took up Tristan Tzara’s well-known hunting image 
forming a metaphorical association between the “discovery” of 

and the Incandescent Shadow]) and two works in tempera (La mala pa-
labra [The Bad Word] and La calumnia [Calumny]) to the Exposición de 
16 artistas de hoy (Exhibition of 16 Artists of Today), Galería Bucholz, 
Madrid, April 27 to May 10, 1948, which also featured work by Daniel 
Vázquez Díaz, Agustín Redondela, Camilo José Cela (making a foray 
into the visual arts), and several of the names present at the Zaragoza 
exhibition: del Olmo, Lasa Maffei, Castelló, and Núñez Castelo.

22 Play as a Postist principle of inversion, recreation, and transformation 
is manifest in what they called poetic enderezamiento, or “straighten-
ing,” an intellectual and technical method that enabled them to reinvent 
and parody canonical poems that remained perfectly recognizable to 
the reader. While following the meter, euphony, and structure of the 
base poem, they subjected it to a process of rifacimento, or deconstruc-
tion-construction if one prefers, making it infinitely and creatively re-
inventable. Enderezaminento marks the flowering of a precedent for the 
similar metalinguistic experiments of the Collège de Pataphysique and 
OULIPO movements, which exalted the surprise factor, chance, play, 
humor, and linguistic nonsense bolstered by an anti-canonical penchant 
for grotesquerie and laughter.

23 Pont, El Postismo, 110–11.
24 André Breton and Paul Éluard: “Notes sur la poésie,” La Révolution surréa-

liste (Paris), no. 12 (December 1929), 53.
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poetic creation and “snaring words on the wing,” or the random 
act of drawing them from the bottom of a hat.

Like the Dadaists and Surrealists, the Postists transferred 
many of these theoretical postulates based on spontaneity and 
improvisation, or on the arousal of the subconscious, to activities 
performed both privately and in public by their circle, who met 
not infrequently at the studio of Eduardo Chicharro.25 This, no 
less than a way of understanding the world and artistic creation, 
was the secret side of their creative identity. Francisco Nieva has 
left us a revealing account of an automatic writing26 experiment 
conducted on Carlos Edmundo de Ory:

My brother [the musician Ignacio Nieva] and I did experiments 
on automatic inspiration with Carlos Edmundo de Ory. We 
would blindfold him, run cold razor blades over his face, give 
him unrecognizable things to eat (for example, toasted flour with 
no sugar, salt, or cinnamon), read him bits of Casares’s ideologi-
cal dictionary, or recite the Lord’s Prayer to him backward. Ory 
would write down any impressions this aroused in him, and some 
surprising poems came out of it.27

Postist experimental activity extended to any sphere of creativ-
ity. This is exemplified by the group challenges that its founders, 
Chicharro, de Ory, and Sernesi, set themselves on various oc-
casions as a means of exploring the relationship between the vi-
sual arts and literature, which they saw as interconnecting. They 
brought some noteworthy projects to completion, including the 
writing by each of them of a novel based on the same motif and 
source of inspiration, Dürer’s engraving Knight, Death, and the 

25 See Félix Casanova de Ayala, “Anecdotario y teoría del Postismo,” Papeles 
de Son Armadans (Palma de Mallorca), no. 104 (1964); and Amador Palacios, 
Jueves postista (Ciudad Real: Diputación, 1991).

26 According to the Postist manifestos, automatic writing was to be sub-
jected a posteriori to an aesthetic process that would filter out the spurious 
elements in order to attain effects of a “special” beauty.

27 José M. Polo de Bernabé, “La vanguardia de los años 40–50: El Postismo,” 
Cuadernos Hispanoamericanos (Madrid), no. 374 (August 1981).
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pitiful dementia” of those who had dared, in the shelter of “the 
avant-garde, pro-Russian, and Popular Front-ish France,” to dis-
inter “the putrefying corpse of the isms,” calling literally for the 
invader to be consigned to “jail, the madhouse, or the scaffold.”

11
 

There had also been fervent expressions of support, among the 
most noteworthy of which were that of Eugenio d’Ors in his 
Novísimo glosario of 1945,

12
 and, above all, that of Juan Eduardo 

Cirlot, who hailed the Postists in a voluminous correspondence 
from Barcelona to the cry of “I too love you, celestial mirrors 
of mine.”

13
 Afterward came the always stimulating presence of 

Francisco Nieva, and, above all, the role played by the young poets 
Ángel Crespo and Gabino-Alejandro Carriedo, who disseminated 
a second-stage Postism, more committed to the social urgency 
of the moment, whose most significant appearance was in the 
poetry magazine El pájaro de paja (1950). In the “closed field” of 
Spanish culture immediately after the war, the seeds scattered by 
the Postists began to bear the first fruits of their various teach-
ings. A forthright letter from one of their followers, included in 

11
 As a memorial of the injuries they had suffered, the Postists’ second 
manifesto included fragments of the correspondence they had received 
and articles that had appeared in the press. See CH. H., Sernesi, and de 
Ory, “Segundo manifiesto del postismo,” in Pont, El Postismo, 271–75.

12
 Eugenio d’Ors describes Postism, with a borrowing from William Blake, 
as a “third harvest of glory.” According to Xènius, the “Postist or Super-
realist” spirit concentrates a certain “sworn state of sensibility to disor-
der and dreams.… Every revolution has its classics; every assonance, its 
disciplines.” With the Postists, in a pure state of pre-avant-garde mod-
ernism, there appear to parade together with Blake, like “a procession 
of glowworms,” the additional figures of “the shadow of Hölderlin, the 
ghost of Gérard de Nerval, the ectoplasm of the Comte de Lautréamont.” 
Eugenio d’Ors, “Novísimo Glosario: William Blake,” Arriba (Madrid), 
April 16, 1945; cited in Pont, El Postismo, 435–37. Another important ar-
ticle, similarly appreciative though less fervent than Xènius, was signed 
by César González Ruano, “Los postistas,” Crítica (Barcelona) 2, no. 6 
(April 1945).

13
 Published in La Cerbatana as a spreadsheet collage entitled “Nuestros 
amigos esos locos” (Those Madmen, Our Friends), which contains draw-
ings, calligrams, and typed or handwritten texts by Postist sympathizers. 
La Cerbatana (Madrid), no. 1 (1945).
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Does this mean that representations of dreams and their close 
connection to the marvelous constitute a fundamental part of 
Postist imagery? Most certainly. They recur obsessively in the 
Postist poetry of Carlos Edmundo de Ory, Eduardo Chicharro, 
Ángel Crespo, Gabino-Alejandro Carriedo, and Félix Casanova de 
Ayala; in the theater of Francisco Nieva and Fernando Arrabal; 
and in the painting of Nieva and Nanda Papiri. From the very 
founding principles of Postism, whose first manifesto was clearly 
influenced by Freud, dreams were the materialization of the 
object of desire, the transgression of the forbidden, and the tran-
scendence, as André Breton affirmed, of the limits fixed by the 
laws of conventional utilitarianism: “When the imagination 
works,” Chicharro said in the Manifesto of Postism, “man is 
awake and active; when man is awake but his imagination does 
not work, man is at a halt, and if he acts, he acts through the 
force of inertia; when man sleeps, his imagination also works, 
but separately from him.”

33

De Ory and Chicharro were self-confessed admirers of the 
characteristic Surrealist image based on the fusion of two distinct 
and distant realities, an image that owes so much to Lautréamont. 
For them, chance meant just that, a ludic or random subversion, 
and, to recall the words of Max Ernst, “the chance meeting of 
two distant realities on an unfamiliar plane.”

34
 Here we enter 

that perturbing space that is so indebted to the creative word 
of Lautréamont and to the precise formulation given by Pierre 
Reverdy in Nord-Sud (Paris, March 1918): “The more the relation-
ship between the two juxtaposed realities is distant and true, the 
stronger the image will be—the greater its emotional power and 
poetic reality.”

35
 The Postist exaltation of play and laughter, to-

gether with a search for the marvelous that makes the dissimilar, 
random, rare, and strange converge on the same poetic plane, are 

33
 CH. H., “Manifiesto del postismo,” 248.

34
 Max Ernst, “Comment on force l’inspiration,” Le Surréalisme au service 
de la révolution (Paris), no. 6 (1933): 43.

35
 Cited in André Breton, “First Manifesto of Surrealism” (1924), in Manifestoes 
of Surrealism, trans. Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 1969), 20.
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Above all, however, the sense of play that emerged from the 
provocative ideas of the new Postist aesthetic diluted the tran-
scendent and undermined the seriousness of life, invoking paro-
dies and chance coincidences that subverted norms and models.22 
In sum, it appealed to the reader to wander through art as if it 
were a carnivalesque ritual or the mirror that hides the marvel of 
a back-to-front world. In this approach, as we mentioned earlier, 
there are most certainly artistic presuppositions that recall the 
playful pronouncements of the Futurists, Dadaists, Surrealists, 
and Expressionists. Let us recall the words of Max Jacob: “Art 
is purely a distraction”; or those of the Futurist Ardengo Soffici, 
broader and more ambitious: “Art tends toward a supreme lib-
eration in becoming a supreme distraction.”23 In the same way, 
André Breton and Paul Éluard described the creative act as “the 
expression of which a beautiful hunting accident forms part,”24 
and Chicharro, echoing these precedents in the Manifesto of 
Postism, took up Tristan Tzara’s well-known hunting image 
forming a metaphorical association between the “discovery” of 

and the Incandescent Shadow]) and two works in tempera (La mala pa-
labra [The Bad Word] and La calumnia [Calumny]) to the Exposición de 
16 artistas de hoy (Exhibition of 16 Artists of Today), Galería Bucholz, 
Madrid, April 27 to May 10, 1948, which also featured work by Daniel 
Vázquez Díaz, Agustín Redondela, Camilo José Cela (making a foray 
into the visual arts), and several of the names present at the Zaragoza 
exhibition: del Olmo, Lasa Maffei, Castelló, and Núñez Castelo.

22 Play as a Postist principle of inversion, recreation, and transformation 
is manifest in what they called poetic enderezamiento, or “straighten-
ing,” an intellectual and technical method that enabled them to reinvent 
and parody canonical poems that remained perfectly recognizable to 
the reader. While following the meter, euphony, and structure of the 
base poem, they subjected it to a process of rifacimento, or deconstruc-
tion-construction if one prefers, making it infinitely and creatively re-
inventable. Enderezaminento marks the flowering of a precedent for the 
similar metalinguistic experiments of the Collège de Pataphysique and 
OULIPO movements, which exalted the surprise factor, chance, play, 
humor, and linguistic nonsense bolstered by an anti-canonical penchant 
for grotesquerie and laughter.

23 Pont, El Postismo, 110–11.
24 André Breton and Paul Éluard: “Notes sur la poésie,” La Révolution surréa-

liste (Paris), no. 12 (December 1929), 53.
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poetic creation and “snaring words on the wing,” or the random 
act of drawing them from the bottom of a hat.

Like the Dadaists and Surrealists, the Postists transferred 
many of these theoretical postulates based on spontaneity and 
improvisation, or on the arousal of the subconscious, to activities 
performed both privately and in public by their circle, who met 
not infrequently at the studio of Eduardo Chicharro.25 This, no 
less than a way of understanding the world and artistic creation, 
was the secret side of their creative identity. Francisco Nieva has 
left us a revealing account of an automatic writing26 experiment 
conducted on Carlos Edmundo de Ory:

My brother [the musician Ignacio Nieva] and I did experiments 
on automatic inspiration with Carlos Edmundo de Ory. We 
would blindfold him, run cold razor blades over his face, give 
him unrecognizable things to eat (for example, toasted flour with 
no sugar, salt, or cinnamon), read him bits of Casares’s ideologi-
cal dictionary, or recite the Lord’s Prayer to him backward. Ory 
would write down any impressions this aroused in him, and some 
surprising poems came out of it.27

Postist experimental activity extended to any sphere of creativ-
ity. This is exemplified by the group challenges that its founders, 
Chicharro, de Ory, and Sernesi, set themselves on various oc-
casions as a means of exploring the relationship between the vi-
sual arts and literature, which they saw as interconnecting. They 
brought some noteworthy projects to completion, including the 
writing by each of them of a novel based on the same motif and 
source of inspiration, Dürer’s engraving Knight, Death, and the 

25 See Félix Casanova de Ayala, “Anecdotario y teoría del Postismo,” Papeles 
de Son Armadans (Palma de Mallorca), no. 104 (1964); and Amador Palacios, 
Jueves postista (Ciudad Real: Diputación, 1991).

26 According to the Postist manifestos, automatic writing was to be sub-
jected a posteriori to an aesthetic process that would filter out the spurious 
elements in order to attain effects of a “special” beauty.

27 José M. Polo de Bernabé, “La vanguardia de los años 40–50: El Postismo,” 
Cuadernos Hispanoamericanos (Madrid), no. 374 (August 1981).
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pitiful dementia” of those who had dared, in the shelter of “the 
avant-garde, pro-Russian, and Popular Front-ish France,” to dis-
inter “the putrefying corpse of the isms,” calling literally for the 
invader to be consigned to “jail, the madhouse, or the scaffold.”

11
 

There had also been fervent expressions of support, among the 
most noteworthy of which were that of Eugenio d’Ors in his 
Novísimo glosario of 1945,

12
 and, above all, that of Juan Eduardo 

Cirlot, who hailed the Postists in a voluminous correspondence 
from Barcelona to the cry of “I too love you, celestial mirrors 
of mine.”

13
 Afterward came the always stimulating presence of 

Francisco Nieva, and, above all, the role played by the young poets 
Ángel Crespo and Gabino-Alejandro Carriedo, who disseminated 
a second-stage Postism, more committed to the social urgency 
of the moment, whose most significant appearance was in the 
poetry magazine El pájaro de paja (1950). In the “closed field” of 
Spanish culture immediately after the war, the seeds scattered by 
the Postists began to bear the first fruits of their various teach-
ings. A forthright letter from one of their followers, included in 

11
 As a memorial of the injuries they had suffered, the Postists’ second 
manifesto included fragments of the correspondence they had received 
and articles that had appeared in the press. See CH. H., Sernesi, and de 
Ory, “Segundo manifiesto del postismo,” in Pont, El Postismo, 271–75.

12
 Eugenio d’Ors describes Postism, with a borrowing from William Blake, 
as a “third harvest of glory.” According to Xènius, the “Postist or Super-
realist” spirit concentrates a certain “sworn state of sensibility to disor-
der and dreams.… Every revolution has its classics; every assonance, its 
disciplines.” With the Postists, in a pure state of pre-avant-garde mod-
ernism, there appear to parade together with Blake, like “a procession 
of glowworms,” the additional figures of “the shadow of Hölderlin, the 
ghost of Gérard de Nerval, the ectoplasm of the Comte de Lautréamont.” 
Eugenio d’Ors, “Novísimo Glosario: William Blake,” Arriba (Madrid), 
April 16, 1945; cited in Pont, El Postismo, 435–37. Another important ar-
ticle, similarly appreciative though less fervent than Xènius, was signed 
by César González Ruano, “Los postistas,” Crítica (Barcelona) 2, no. 6 
(April 1945).

13
 Published in La Cerbatana as a spreadsheet collage entitled “Nuestros 
amigos esos locos” (Those Madmen, Our Friends), which contains draw-
ings, calligrams, and typed or handwritten texts by Postist sympathizers. 
La Cerbatana (Madrid), no. 1 (1945).
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Does this mean that representations of dreams and their close 
connection to the marvelous constitute a fundamental part of 
Postist imagery? Most certainly. They recur obsessively in the 
Postist poetry of Carlos Edmundo de Ory, Eduardo Chicharro, 
Ángel Crespo, Gabino-Alejandro Carriedo, and Félix Casanova de 
Ayala; in the theater of Francisco Nieva and Fernando Arrabal; 
and in the painting of Nieva and Nanda Papiri. From the very 
founding principles of Postism, whose first manifesto was clearly 
influenced by Freud, dreams were the materialization of the 
object of desire, the transgression of the forbidden, and the tran-
scendence, as André Breton affirmed, of the limits fixed by the 
laws of conventional utilitarianism: “When the imagination 
works,” Chicharro said in the Manifesto of Postism, “man is 
awake and active; when man is awake but his imagination does 
not work, man is at a halt, and if he acts, he acts through the 
force of inertia; when man sleeps, his imagination also works, 
but separately from him.”

33

De Ory and Chicharro were self-confessed admirers of the 
characteristic Surrealist image based on the fusion of two distinct 
and distant realities, an image that owes so much to Lautréamont. 
For them, chance meant just that, a ludic or random subversion, 
and, to recall the words of Max Ernst, “the chance meeting of 
two distant realities on an unfamiliar plane.”

34
 Here we enter 

that perturbing space that is so indebted to the creative word 
of Lautréamont and to the precise formulation given by Pierre 
Reverdy in Nord-Sud (Paris, March 1918): “The more the relation-
ship between the two juxtaposed realities is distant and true, the 
stronger the image will be—the greater its emotional power and 
poetic reality.”

35
 The Postist exaltation of play and laughter, to-

gether with a search for the marvelous that makes the dissimilar, 
random, rare, and strange converge on the same poetic plane, are 

33
 CH. H., “Manifiesto del postismo,” 248.

34
 Max Ernst, “Comment on force l’inspiration,” Le Surréalisme au service 
de la révolution (Paris), no. 6 (1933): 43.

35
 Cited in André Breton, “First Manifesto of Surrealism” (1924), in Manifestoes 
of Surrealism, trans. Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 1969), 20.
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the critical tension between tradition and avant-garde that 
characterized them, the Postists opted in this exhibition for 
an open and artistically eclectic selection that brought together 
Postist painters, writers, and poets along with various sympa-
thizers. They ranged from Chicharro, Nanda Papiri, and Carlos 
Edmundo de Ory to the poet Francisco Loredo, the illustrator 
Luis Lasa Maffei, and the painters José Caballero, Juan Castelló, 
Gregorio del Olmo, Enrique Núñez Castelo, and Francisco San 
José, several of whom had links with the teaching of Benjamín 
Palencia.21

the image, with the building of the Madrid Stock Exchange in the back-
ground, one can appreciate the young poet from Cádiz in a cap, a crop 
in his hand, riding a wooden hobby horse, in what is an obvious parody 
of the Academy.

21 Only one month earlier, de Ory had contributed eight drawings and 
Nanda Papiri one oil painting (El sol y la sombra incandescente [The Sun 
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Devil, and their joint creation of the play La lámpara (The Lamp, 
1945), a comedy of the absurd that remains unpublished to date, 
which Francisco Nieva saw as containing the whole system of 
the theater of the absurd long before the emergence of Ionesco 
and other Central European writers. Another experiment, equal-
ly important as a precursor, was the writing of El pájaro en la 
nieve (The Bird in the Snow, 1949), a collage novel by Eduardo 
Chicharro based on “illustrations/stimulus” by Francisco Nieva. 
With a creative method similar to that of Raymond Roussel in 
Locus Solus and Impressions of Africa, though without the compo-
sitional sophistication shown in How I Wrote Certain of My Books, 
this unpublished novel by Chicharro, which predates Italo 
Calvino and Gabriel García Márquez, is described by Nieva as 
“fantastic realism with a depth that, in my opinion, surpasses 
that provisional definition.”28

An account of this distinctive feature of Postism would 
be incomplete without mention of its magazines, Postismo and 
La Cerbatana (The Blowpipe), where considerable complicity is 
established with the reader by means of design, formal games 
and forceful illustrations, photographs, headlines, calligrams, 
manuscript collages, entertaining advertisements, and subscrip-
tion forms reduced virtually to the point of absurdity, making 
them a testing ground for compositional imagination. Jaime Pol 
Girbal, a very young journalist who was in charge of the layout 
and typesetting of the magazine Postismo in 1945, was to relate 
a number of these artistic vicissitudes, which recall the Surreal-
ist cadavre exquis, the collage, or the performance. Here is one 
of them:

It was the night when the plates [of the magazine] had to be drawn. 
“Since they have blind faith in us,” said Ory, “we’re going to draw 
our first manifesto plates blind.” Each of us took his bit of pa-
per, closed his eyes, concentrated on the chosen theme (it was the 

28 Francisco Nieva, “Datos sobre una novela alquímica,” Poesía (Madrid), 
no. 2, monographic issue dedicated to E. Chicharro (August–September 
1978): 60.
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the Second Manifesto, of 1946, could not be more explicit in this 
respect:

That is the task entrusted to Postism: to start the evolution, the 
revolution, to extirpate the anodyne cyst, to elude the leprosy 
of the inconsequential with an enormous therapy, with a surgi-
cal opportunity, even if it is necessary to amputate… or decapi-
tate. Aesthetics demands its guillotine, which may very well be 
Postism.

14

The Ism of All Isms, or the End of Isms

Rather than a new ism in itself, Postism tried to be the epitome 
or quintessence of them all. Instead of a school, then, their pro-
posals materialized in a generative movement or impulse, an atti-
tude syncretic, let us say, of the essential features of the rebellion 
of the imagination. No dogmatism, then. No sole creed, but a 
clean sheet issuing like a passe-partout into a transformation or 
critical reading of the avant-garde tradition. This explains not 
only its express recognition of the part played by the historic 
isms in the first third of the twentieth century, with special men-
tion for Surrealism, Dadaism, and Expressionism, but its claim 
to have surpassed them. Its family tree is laid out very clearly in 
the Third Manifesto of Postism:

In terms of family relations, Postism is the son of Surrealism, the 
grandson of Dadaism, and the nephew of Expressionism. What 
does it inherit from Dadaism? Very little: perhaps the intuition 
and purity of all primitivism. What from Surrealism? The ex-
ploration of the subconscious. And what from Expressionism? 
Expressivity. Furthermore, it coincides with it in its resemblance 
to the artistic production of the mentally disturbed.

Within these similarities, how is it principally distinguished? 
It differs from Dadaism in that it tends toward a technically mature 
artistic creation that does not always break with tradition. From 

14 
CH. H., Sernesi, and de Ory, “Segundo manifiesto del postismo,” 274.
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It seems almost unnecessary to add that the visual force of 
the Postist poems makes them look like pictures, while the pic-
tures are like poems. The obsession with making the marvelous 
visible, and with it an accumulation of objects capable of trans-
mitting latent desires, provides recurrent motifs for the open pic-
torial and literary field of the new ism. It is a determining idea 
behind Chicharro’s Postist painting El niño muerto (The Dead 
Child), reproduced in the magazine Postismo and today sadly lost, 
as well as the drawings of Carlos Edmundo de Ory, the visual 
art of Francisco Nieva and Nanda Papiri, and numerous poems. 
The world of Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland and Through the 
Looking Glass, with such overarching motifs as the White Rabbit 
or the far side of the mirror, becomes visible in “Carta de noche 
a Carlos” (Night Letter to Carlos) by Eduardo Chicharro, “Ro-
mance del deseo” by Ángel Crespo, and very explicitly in “Alicia 
en el país de las maravillas” (Alice in Wonderland), a little-known 
sonnet by Fernando Arrabal:

A girl with layered skirts
her shoe is bigger than the house
the wise doe rabbit in the Espasa Encyclopedia
and the looking glass traverses her locks
…

death is steered upward and knows
where the mirrors without remnants are
grasshoppers hop out of her eyes.

32

Primera antología de mis versos (Ciudad Real: Jabalón, 1949), 92–93. See 
also Jaume Pont, “Ángel Crespo y el Postismo,” in “Pues digo mi canción…” 
En Florencia, para Ángel Crespo, ed. Stefano Rossi, Dipartimento di Lingue 
e Letterature Neolatine/Università degli Studi di Firenze (Florence: Alinea 
Editrice, 2000), 41–58.

32
 “Una niña con faldas en cadena / es mayor su zapato que la casa / la co-
neja sapienta en el Espasa / y el espejo atraviesa su melena / … / dirigida 
la muerte sube y sabe / donde están los espejos sin despojos / saltamontes 
le saltan por los ojos.” Fernando Arrabal, “Alicia en el país de las mara-
villas,” Índice (Madrid) 21, no. 205, special issue devoted to the Pánico 
movement (1976).
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of the most emblematic examples of Postist imagery. It shows a 
young Gregorio Prieto “with a nude torso and his head covered 
by what looks like some sort of astral helmet, while a playing card 
seems to be balancing on the middle of his chest.”

30
 With its nu-

dity, its futuristic helmet, and its playing card, the image clearly 
invokes the nascent ism, its challenging manifesto, and its vindica-
tion of chance and play. A poem by Ángel Crespo, “Romance del 
deseo” (Romance of Desire), is equally significant in this respect:

We were so tired
of life drinking
that we made an appointment
to pray in silence
and we would go to the sea
the marine element
where the fish tend
to traverse mirrors
and where man puts
the flesh of his dead
and reflects their eyes
under a hat.

31

30
 Pont, El Postismo, 166. The photograph in question belongs to some exer-
cises in photographic doublage carried out by Eduardo Chicharro, with 
Gregorio Prieto as a model, in Rome in 1928 and 1929. It was in those 
years that the protohistoric seeds of Postism were sown, the specific con-
text being the Academia de Bellas Artes de España in Rome, where the 
young Prieto and Chicharro were studying with a bursary for board and 
accommodation. The director of this prestigious institution was the paint-
er Eduardo Chicharro Agüera, the father of the future founder of Postism. 
Some of the photographs were published in the catalogue Gregorio Prieto: 
Exposición antológica, exh. cat. Dirección General del Patrimonio Artístico, 
Archivos y Museos (Madrid: Patronato Nacional de Museos, 1978). See 
also Eduardo Chicharro, “Autobiografía,” in Música celestial y otros poemas, 
334–35; and Gregorio Prieto y la fotografía, exh. cat. Real Academia de Be-
llas Artes de San Fernando (Madrid: Fundación Gregorio Prieto, 2014).

31
 “Estábamos tan hartos / de la vida bebiendo / que nos dimos hora / para 
orar en silencio / y fuésemos al mar / el marino elemento, / donde los 
peces suelen / atravesar espejos / y donde pone el hombre / la carne de 
sus muertos / y refleja sus ojos / debajo de un sombrero.” Ángel Crespo, 
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Jaume Pont

Oedipus complex that time), and allowed his spirit to impregnate 
him with the hand of talent.29

In continuity with this context, it is obvious that many of the key 
images of Postism have a Surrealist parentage, very especially 
those that revolve obsessively around motifs that address oth-
erness through the symbology of water, mirrors, playing cards, 
soft objects, multiple eyes, headless creatures, and, of course, the 
fantastic and wondrous bestiary, itself a motif akin to the vi-
sual art of Nanda Papiri and, more recently, the painter Antonio 
Beneyto, a self-confessed Neo-Postist. This is the case of an oil 
on canvas (Untitled, ca. 1945–50) closely related to the plastic in-
spiration of the Expressionism of Emil Nolde, in which Papiri 
submerges us in a dream world that strings together an animal 
kingdom stylized as a bestiary of fantastic monsters (oneiric zoo-
morphism is also a characteristic of the Roman artist’s ink draw-
ings), mask-figures, and a face split down the middle in a clear 
allusion to the limits between dream and reality. This is a dis-
quieting world of intense emotional and chromatic vivacity that 
pairs up perfectly with another oil on canvas by Nanda Papiri, 
also untitled and dating probably from the period 1945 to 1950, 
associated this time with a country scene of a ceremonial, festive, 
and Dionysiac character. A sun god in the form of a divine trinity, 
with three superimposed facial profiles and three eyes, presides 
over a ceremony performed by a pair of dancers. Both figures are 
heavily individualized. The woman, “unique,” is associated as 
tellus mater with an altar/drum goddess with cornucopia, while 
the man, “diverse,” is represented in his turn with a triple face in 
what seems to be a pure emanation of solar power.

Postist and Surrealist motifs with a zoomorphic inspira-
tion are also projected onto the fascinating visual art of Francisco 
Nieva, examples being Dragón (Dragon; collage, 1945) and Paloma 
(Dove; mixed media, 1950). His work is full of mechanical ob-
jects/figures, as in Castanet (collage, 1945), Postismo (engraving, 

29 Jaime Pol Girbal, “El postismo: historia de mil duros,” Revista de Actua-
lidades (Barcelona), no. 310 (March 22–28, 1958).
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1945), and Balanza (Scale; mixed media, 1950), which share in 
the concept of the celibate machine found so often in artists 
like Marcel Duchamp, Roussel, or Ludwig Zeller. In several of 
his paintings, and in his drawings and collages, Nieva operates 
through the transformation and decodification of the Surrealist 
object, achieving an art of baroque forms with great chromatic, 
conceptual, and oneiric force. As the axial principle of Postist 
creation, this oneiric force eventually became the decisive stim-
ulus in the drawings and collages of Carlos Edmundo de Ory, 
manifestly imbued with artistic and poetic force. A paradigmatic 
example is the drawing (Untitled, 1948) of a serpentine figure 
holding a baton or flute in its hands.

And what can we say of the photograph illustrating the cover 
of the magazine Postismo? There is no doubt that we have here one 
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1945), and Balanza (Scale; mixed media, 1950), which share in 
the concept of the celibate machine found so often in artists 
like Marcel Duchamp, Roussel, or Ludwig Zeller. In several of 
his paintings, and in his drawings and collages, Nieva operates 
through the transformation and decodification of the Surrealist 
object, achieving an art of baroque forms with great chromatic, 
conceptual, and oneiric force. As the axial principle of Postist 
creation, this oneiric force eventually became the decisive stim-
ulus in the drawings and collages of Carlos Edmundo de Ory, 
manifestly imbued with artistic and poetic force. A paradigmatic 
example is the drawing (Untitled, 1948) of a serpentine figure 
holding a baton or flute in its hands.

And what can we say of the photograph illustrating the cover 
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of the most emblematic examples of Postist imagery. It shows a 
young Gregorio Prieto “with a nude torso and his head covered 
by what looks like some sort of astral helmet, while a playing card 
seems to be balancing on the middle of his chest.”30 With its nu-
dity, its futuristic helmet, and its playing card, the image clearly 
invokes the nascent ism, its challenging manifesto, and its vindica-
tion of chance and play. A poem by Ángel Crespo, “Romance del 
deseo” (Romance of Desire), is equally significant in this respect:

We were so tired
of life drinking
that we made an appointment
to pray in silence
and we would go to the sea
the marine element
where the fish tend
to traverse mirrors
and where man puts
the flesh of his dead
and reflects their eyes
under a hat.31

30 Pont, El Postismo, 166. The photograph in question belongs to some exer-
cises in photographic doublage carried out by Eduardo Chicharro, with 
Gregorio Prieto as a model, in Rome in 1928 and 1929. It was in those 
years that the protohistoric seeds of Postism were sown, the specific con-
text being the Academia de Bellas Artes de España in Rome, where the 
young Prieto and Chicharro were studying with a bursary for board and 
accommodation. The director of this prestigious institution was the paint-
er Eduardo Chicharro Agüera, the father of the future founder of Postism. 
Some of the photographs were published in the catalogue Gregorio Prieto: 
Exposición antológica, exh. cat. Dirección General del Patrimonio Artístico, 
Archivos y Museos (Madrid: Patronato Nacional de Museos, 1978). See 
also Eduardo Chicharro, “Autobiografía,” in Música celestial y otros poemas, 
334–35; and Gregorio Prieto y la fotografía, exh. cat. Real Academia de Be-
llas Artes de San Fernando (Madrid: Fundación Gregorio Prieto, 2014).

31 “Estábamos tan hartos / de la vida bebiendo / que nos dimos hora / para 
orar en silencio / y fuésemos al mar / el marino elemento, / donde los 
peces suelen / atravesar espejos / y donde pone el hombre / la carne de 
sus muertos / y refleja sus ojos / debajo de un sombrero.” Ángel Crespo, 
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the critical tension between tradition and avant-garde that 
characterized them, the Postists opted in this exhibition for 
an open and artistically eclectic selection that brought together 
Postist painters, writers, and poets along with various sympa-
thizers. They ranged from Chicharro, Nanda Papiri, and Carlos 
Edmundo de Ory to the poet Francisco Loredo, the illustrator 
Luis Lasa Maffei, and the painters José Caballero, Juan Castelló, 
Gregorio del Olmo, Enrique Núñez Castelo, and Francisco San 
José, several of whom had links with the teaching of Benjamín 
Palencia.

21

the image, with the building of the Madrid Stock Exchange in the back-
ground, one can appreciate the young poet from Cádiz in a cap, a crop 
in his hand, riding a wooden hobby horse, in what is an obvious parody 
of the Academy.

21
 Only one month earlier, de Ory had contributed eight drawings and 
Nanda Papiri one oil painting (El sol y la sombra incandescente [The Sun 
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Devil, and their joint creation of the play La lámpara (The Lamp, 
1945), a comedy of the absurd that remains unpublished to date, 
which Francisco Nieva saw as containing the whole system of 
the theater of the absurd long before the emergence of Ionesco 
and other Central European writers. Another experiment, equal-
ly important as a precursor, was the writing of El pájaro en la 
nieve (The Bird in the Snow, 1949), a collage novel by Eduardo 
Chicharro based on “illustrations/stimulus” by Francisco Nieva. 
With a creative method similar to that of Raymond Roussel in 
Locus Solus and Impressions of Africa, though without the compo-
sitional sophistication shown in How I Wrote Certain of My Books, 
this unpublished novel by Chicharro, which predates Italo 
Calvino and Gabriel García Márquez, is described by Nieva as 
“fantastic realism with a depth that, in my opinion, surpasses 
that provisional definition.”

28

An account of this distinctive feature of Postism would 
be incomplete without mention of its magazines, Postismo and 
La Cerbatana (The Blowpipe), where considerable complicity is 
established with the reader by means of design, formal games 
and forceful illustrations, photographs, headlines, calligrams, 
manuscript collages, entertaining advertisements, and subscrip-
tion forms reduced virtually to the point of absurdity, making 
them a testing ground for compositional imagination. Jaime Pol 
Girbal, a very young journalist who was in charge of the layout 
and typesetting of the magazine Postismo in 1945, was to relate 
a number of these artistic vicissitudes, which recall the Surreal-
ist cadavre exquis, the collage, or the performance. Here is one 
of them:

It was the night when the plates [of the magazine] had to be drawn. 
“Since they have blind faith in us,” said Ory, “we’re going to draw 
our first manifesto plates blind.” Each of us took his bit of pa-
per, closed his eyes, concentrated on the chosen theme (it was the 

28
 Francisco Nieva, “Datos sobre una novela alquímica,” Poesía (Madrid), 
no. 2, monographic issue dedicated to E. Chicharro (August–September 
1978): 60.
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the Second Manifesto, of 1946, could not be more explicit in this 
respect:

That is the task entrusted to Postism: to start the evolution, the 
revolution, to extirpate the anodyne cyst, to elude the leprosy 
of the inconsequential with an enormous therapy, with a surgi-
cal opportunity, even if it is necessary to amputate… or decapi-
tate. Aesthetics demands its guillotine, which may very well be 
Postism.14

The Ism of All Isms, or the End of Isms

Rather than a new ism in itself, Postism tried to be the epitome 
or quintessence of them all. Instead of a school, then, their pro-
posals materialized in a generative movement or impulse, an atti-
tude syncretic, let us say, of the essential features of the rebellion 
of the imagination. No dogmatism, then. No sole creed, but a 
clean sheet issuing like a passe-partout into a transformation or 
critical reading of the avant-garde tradition. This explains not 
only its express recognition of the part played by the historic 
isms in the first third of the twentieth century, with special men-
tion for Surrealism, Dadaism, and Expressionism, but its claim 
to have surpassed them. Its family tree is laid out very clearly in 
the Third Manifesto of Postism:

In terms of family relations, Postism is the son of Surrealism, the 
grandson of Dadaism, and the nephew of Expressionism. What 
does it inherit from Dadaism? Very little: perhaps the intuition 
and purity of all primitivism. What from Surrealism? The ex-
ploration of the subconscious. And what from Expressionism? 
Expressivity. Furthermore, it coincides with it in its resemblance 
to the artistic production of the mentally disturbed.

Within these similarities, how is it principally distinguished? 
It differs from Dadaism in that it tends toward a technically mature 
artistic creation that does not always break with tradition. From 

14 CH. H., Sernesi, and de Ory, “Segundo manifiesto del postismo,” 274.
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It seems almost unnecessary to add that the visual force of 
the Postist poems makes them look like pictures, while the pic-
tures are like poems. The obsession with making the marvelous 
visible, and with it an accumulation of objects capable of trans-
mitting latent desires, provides recurrent motifs for the open pic-
torial and literary field of the new ism. It is a determining idea 
behind Chicharro’s Postist painting El niño muerto (The Dead 
Child), reproduced in the magazine Postismo and today sadly lost, 
as well as the drawings of Carlos Edmundo de Ory, the visual 
art of Francisco Nieva and Nanda Papiri, and numerous poems. 
The world of Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland and Through the 
Looking Glass, with such overarching motifs as the White Rabbit 
or the far side of the mirror, becomes visible in “Carta de noche 
a Carlos” (Night Letter to Carlos) by Eduardo Chicharro, “Ro-
mance del deseo” by Ángel Crespo, and very explicitly in “Alicia 
en el país de las maravillas” (Alice in Wonderland), a little-known 
sonnet by Fernando Arrabal:

A girl with layered skirts
her shoe is bigger than the house
the wise doe rabbit in the Espasa Encyclopedia
and the looking glass traverses her locks
…

death is steered upward and knows
where the mirrors without remnants are
grasshoppers hop out of her eyes.32

Primera antología de mis versos (Ciudad Real: Jabalón, 1949), 92–93. See 
also Jaume Pont, “Ángel Crespo y el Postismo,” in “Pues digo mi canción…” 
En Florencia, para Ángel Crespo, ed. Stefano Rossi, Dipartimento di Lingue 
e Letterature Neolatine/Università degli Studi di Firenze (Florence: Alinea 
Editrice, 2000), 41–58.

32 “Una niña con faldas en cadena / es mayor su zapato que la casa / la co-
neja sapienta en el Espasa / y el espejo atraviesa su melena / … / dirigida 
la muerte sube y sabe / donde están los espejos sin despojos / saltamontes 
le saltan por los ojos.” Fernando Arrabal, “Alicia en el país de las mara-
villas,” Índice (Madrid) 21, no. 205, special issue devoted to the Pánico 
movement (1976).
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pitiful dementia” of those who had dared, in the shelter of “the 
avant-garde, pro-Russian, and Popular Front-ish France,” to dis-
inter “the putrefying corpse of the isms,” calling literally for the 
invader to be consigned to “jail, the madhouse, or the scaffold.”11 
There had also been fervent expressions of support, among the 
most noteworthy of which were that of Eugenio d’Ors in his 
Novísimo glosario of 1945,12 and, above all, that of Juan Eduardo 
Cirlot, who hailed the Postists in a voluminous correspondence 
from Barcelona to the cry of “I too love you, celestial mirrors 
of mine.”13 Afterward came the always stimulating presence of 
Francisco Nieva, and, above all, the role played by the young poets 
Ángel Crespo and Gabino-Alejandro Carriedo, who disseminated 
a second-stage Postism, more committed to the social urgency 
of the moment, whose most significant appearance was in the 
poetry magazine El pájaro de paja (1950). In the “closed field” of 
Spanish culture immediately after the war, the seeds scattered by 
the Postists began to bear the first fruits of their various teach-
ings. A forthright letter from one of their followers, included in 

11 As a memorial of the injuries they had suffered, the Postists’ second 
manifesto included fragments of the correspondence they had received 
and articles that had appeared in the press. See CH. H., Sernesi, and de 
Ory, “Segundo manifiesto del postismo,” in Pont, El Postismo, 271–75.

12 Eugenio d’Ors describes Postism, with a borrowing from William Blake, 
as a “third harvest of glory.” According to Xènius, the “Postist or Super-
realist” spirit concentrates a certain “sworn state of sensibility to disor-
der and dreams.… Every revolution has its classics; every assonance, its 
disciplines.” With the Postists, in a pure state of pre-avant-garde mod-
ernism, there appear to parade together with Blake, like “a procession 
of glowworms,” the additional figures of “the shadow of Hölderlin, the 
ghost of Gérard de Nerval, the ectoplasm of the Comte de Lautréamont.” 
Eugenio d’Ors, “Novísimo Glosario: William Blake,” Arriba (Madrid), 
April 16, 1945; cited in Pont, El Postismo, 435–37. Another important ar-
ticle, similarly appreciative though less fervent than Xènius, was signed 
by César González Ruano, “Los postistas,” Crítica (Barcelona) 2, no. 6 
(April 1945).

13 Published in La Cerbatana as a spreadsheet collage entitled “Nuestros 
amigos esos locos” (Those Madmen, Our Friends), which contains draw-
ings, calligrams, and typed or handwritten texts by Postist sympathizers. 
La Cerbatana (Madrid), no. 1 (1945).
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Does this mean that representations of dreams and their close 
connection to the marvelous constitute a fundamental part of 
Postist imagery? Most certainly. They recur obsessively in the 
Postist poetry of Carlos Edmundo de Ory, Eduardo Chicharro, 
Ángel Crespo, Gabino-Alejandro Carriedo, and Félix Casanova de 
Ayala; in the theater of Francisco Nieva and Fernando Arrabal; 
and in the painting of Nieva and Nanda Papiri. From the very 
founding principles of Postism, whose first manifesto was clearly 
influenced by Freud, dreams were the materialization of the 
object of desire, the transgression of the forbidden, and the tran-
scendence, as André Breton affirmed, of the limits fixed by the 
laws of conventional utilitarianism: “When the imagination 
works,” Chicharro said in the Manifesto of Postism, “man is 
awake and active; when man is awake but his imagination does 
not work, man is at a halt, and if he acts, he acts through the 
force of inertia; when man sleeps, his imagination also works, 
but separately from him.”33

De Ory and Chicharro were self-confessed admirers of the 
characteristic Surrealist image based on the fusion of two distinct 
and distant realities, an image that owes so much to Lautréamont. 
For them, chance meant just that, a ludic or random subversion, 
and, to recall the words of Max Ernst, “the chance meeting of 
two distant realities on an unfamiliar plane.”34 Here we enter 
that perturbing space that is so indebted to the creative word 
of Lautréamont and to the precise formulation given by Pierre 
Reverdy in Nord-Sud (Paris, March 1918): “The more the relation-
ship between the two juxtaposed realities is distant and true, the 
stronger the image will be—the greater its emotional power and 
poetic reality.”35 The Postist exaltation of play and laughter, to-
gether with a search for the marvelous that makes the dissimilar, 
random, rare, and strange converge on the same poetic plane, are 

33 CH. H., “Manifiesto del postismo,” 248.
34 Max Ernst, “Comment on force l’inspiration,” Le Surréalisme au service 

de la révolution (Paris), no. 6 (1933): 43.
35 Cited in André Breton, “First Manifesto of Surrealism” (1924), in Manifestoes 

of Surrealism, trans. Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 1969), 20.
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undoubtedly associated with this type of image, the generator of 
a visual or aural fracture that is defined in the first manifesto as 
the “plastic raison d’être” of Postism.36 As Chicharro wrote in 
the Manifesto of Postism, the important factor in the technique 
of the “composition” of such an image is the change in its “dis-
position” or “arrangement,” amounting to the deconstruction of 
every plane of reason. Only in this way, he points out, would the 
word and the visual image be able to assert themselves within 
“an expressive power situated outside the unnecessary academic 
virtuosity,” using the force of the imagination to explore “an area 
so expansive that it ranges from the perfectly normal to utter 
madness.”37 In this respect, it is worth quoting Carlos Edmundo 
de Ory’s “Soneto paranoico” (Paranoid Sonnet):

Alone in the world with my half ear
and a flower cutting on my countenance
I descend to the deep mine of the diamond
that has neither root nor bars 

But as I am a tenuous bee of hate
gushed from some necromantic imp
I shall brush the loving hillside off my back
with its clamshell dregs

My paranoia of Iolaus & Avernus
hello golden duck hello tide
where the sea earns its jellyfish! 

And I think I have a horn of the zebra
and an all-healing llama foot
that gets used and worn in my soul.38

36 See Peiró, “Una lectura del postismo,” 191–93 (Eng.: 380).
37 CH. H., “Manifiesto del postismo,” 251–52.
38 “Solo en el mundo con mi media oreja / y una cortada flor en el semblante / 

bajo a la mina honda del diamante / que no tiene raíz ni tiene reja // Mas 
como soy del odio tenue abeja / manada de algún duende nigromante / pei-
naré de mi espalda el monte amante y con heces de concha de la almeja // 

Postism

196

Art and What We Can Do About It),
44

 that John Cage, tracing a 
line between Stéphane Mallarmé and Marcel Duchamp, can say 
with crippling irony: “every object, that is, plus the process of 
looking at it—is a Duchamp.”

45

However, the deep argument of this process must be prop-
erly understood. Dream, play, and grotesque humor, or laugh-
ter as a dissolving fracture of life’s seriousness, are merely the 
visibly emerging side of the Postist iceberg. In the context of 
Spanish art and culture under Franco’s regime immediately af-
ter the Civil War, its hidden part concealed a paradoxical real-
ity that found its substance in drama and tragedy. This reality 
was none other than awareness of the artist’s inability to com-
municate in the world, and of the loss of childhood and love as 
spaces of absolute freedom, not as a mere social or sentimental 
justification. The Postists were truly nostalgic for the creative 
imagination and the wondrous; indeed, “The Sincere Nostalgia 
of Giorgio de Chirico” was the title given to a suggestive in-
terview by Silvano Sernesi with the great Italian painter.

46
 The 

baroque aspect so evident in their attitude points clearly in this 
direction by emphasizing the continual paradox of our reality 
and its radicalized or equivocal oxymoron. The Postists’ gro-
tesquerie, carnivalesque gaze, and acute verbal or visual wit, 
then, are not merely the spectacular and ribald manifestation of 
a humorous dissolvent. We would be wrong to view the Postist 
proposal from this angle alone, without understanding the mo-
tive for the time bomb ticking in its subsoil. For the truth is that 
at the very root of its pure representation, behind the laughing 
mask, lurks the grimace left behind by open and endless human 
conflict. To provide a full explanation for the neology of Postist 

44
 Francisco Nieva, “Eduardo Chicharro: la realidad del arte y lo que pode-
mos en contra de ella,” Trece de Nieve (Madrid), no. 2, monographic issue 
dedicated to Eduardo Chicharro (Winter 1971–72), 51.

45
 John Cage, “26 Statements re Duchamp,” in A Year from Monday: New 
Lectures and Writings (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 
1967), 70.

46
 Silvano Sernesi, “La sincera nostalgia de Giorgio de Chirico,” El Español 
(Madrid), March 22, 1947.
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Compositions of such rhythmic and plastic tension explain why 
the successions of phonetic and musical games that are found 
in Postist poems, and to which de Ory and Chicharro were es-
pecially prone (Ángel Crespo neatly described these poems as 
subject to the attack of a kind of “euphoric dynamism” or “rush 
of delirium”39), are so indebted to a type of Surrealist image in 
which the subject and object of contemplation end up being one 
and the same.40 Here is an excerpt from “Carta de noche a Carlos” 
by Eduardo Chicharro:

Carlos I write you thirteen trains
warbles thirteen makes you shudder
and I send rocking chairs
to you at your house.
For your house is one thing
that does not pass away.
I write to you on the very subtle edge
of the stirrup.
…

I continue to send you rocking chairs,
look after them, clean them, pomp them up,
gondolas, lamps, milk them,
shelter them in your breast
as the old sultan says:
if the old saw kills the rat
whitewash your house
which amounts to the same.41

Mi paranoia de Iolao i Averno /¡hola pato de oro hola marea / donde la 
mar merece su medusa! // Y creo que de cebra tengo un cuerno / y de llama 
una pata panacea / que se gasta en mi alma y que se usa.” Carlos Edmun-
do de Ory, “Soneto paranoico,” La Cerbatana (Madrid), no. 1 (1945): 7.

39 Ángel Crespo, “Prólogo,” in Eduardo Chicharro, Algunos poemas, ed. Ángel 
Crespo (Carboneras de Guadazaón: El Toro de Barro, 1966).

40 Pont, “Ángel Crespo y el Postismo,” 54.
41 “Carlos yo te escribo trece trenes / trinos trece te estremece / y te envío 

mecedoras / a tu casa. / Que tu casa es una cosa / que no pasa. / En el filo 
sutilísimo te escribo / del estribo. / … / Sigo enviándote mecedoras, / cuí-
dalas, límpialas, pómpalas, / góndolas, lámparas, ordéñalas, / albérgalas 
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In such a manner, words seem to be magnetized in the poem 
through a process of neological attraction, a hallucinatory rap-
ture, or, to use Paul Éluard’s expression, a “magnetic fluid” akin 
to the image the Surrealists termed a “voluntary hallucination” 
or “narcotic image.”

42
 

Artistic Expression as “Invented Madness,”  
or “Cult of Foolishness”

The primary reason of Postism lies in its own lack of reason, 
with artistic expression seen as “invented madness” (de Ory) or 
a “cult of foolishness” (Chicharro). Madness and play reverber-
ate in their adherence to technique, wit, and invention. It is no 
coincidence that Eduardo Chicharro should have given his col-
lection of sonnets, a volume fraught from beginning to end with 
a feverishly baroque surrealism, the title of La plurilingüe lengua 
(The Multilingual Language).

43
 The work of art begins where lan-

guage assumes its responsibility and its opposition to utilitarian 
rationalism. The Postist manifestos are unequivocal: there is no 
poetry, no art, without a challenge to decorum and mere instru-
mental language, and without the expropriation of a freedom 
that ultimately makes it possible, as Francisco Nieva recalled 
in his essay “Eduardo Chicharro: la realidad del arte y lo que 
podemos en contra de ella” (Eduardo Chicharro: The Reality of 

en tu pecho / que el sultán viejo lo dice: / si el refrán mata a la rata / pon 
tu casa enjalbegada / que a decir viene lo mismo.” Chicharro, Música 
celestial y otros poemas, 107, 109.

42
 For a critical study and characterization of Surrealist imagery, see C. B. 
Morris, Surrealism and Spain, 1920–1936 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1972).

43
 The same parody of the classical form of the romance and the same ba-
roque surrealism are found in Las patitas de la sombra (The Shadow’s 
Little Legs), a collection of Postist romances co-written by Chicharro and 
de Ory in 1944, just before the launch of Postism. See Antonio Pérez 
Lasheras and Alfredo Saldaña, “Introducción,” in Chicharro and de Ory, 
Las patitas de la sombra, 9–41.
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undoubtedly associated with this type of image, the generator of 
a visual or aural fracture that is defined in the first manifesto as 
the “plastic raison d’être” of Postism.

36
 As Chicharro wrote in 

the Manifesto of Postism, the important factor in the technique 
of the “composition” of such an image is the change in its “dis-
position” or “arrangement,” amounting to the deconstruction of 
every plane of reason. Only in this way, he points out, would the 
word and the visual image be able to assert themselves within 
“an expressive power situated outside the unnecessary academic 
virtuosity,” using the force of the imagination to explore “an area 
so expansive that it ranges from the perfectly normal to utter 
madness.”

37
 In this respect, it is worth quoting Carlos Edmundo 

de Ory’s “Soneto paranoico” (Paranoid Sonnet):

Alone in the world with my half ear
and a flower cutting on my countenance
I descend to the deep mine of the diamond
that has neither root nor bars 

But as I am a tenuous bee of hate
gushed from some necromantic imp
I shall brush the loving hillside off my back
with its clamshell dregs

My paranoia of Iolaus & Avernus
hello golden duck hello tide
where the sea earns its jellyfish! 

And I think I have a horn of the zebra
and an all-healing llama foot
that gets used and worn in my soul.

38

36
 See Peiró, “Una lectura del postismo,” 191–93 (Eng.: 380).

37
 CH. H., “Manifiesto del postismo,” 251–52.

38
 “Solo en el mundo con mi media oreja / y una cortada flor en el semblante / 
bajo a la mina honda del diamante / que no tiene raíz ni tiene reja // Mas 
como soy del odio tenue abeja / manada de algún duende nigromante / pei-
naré de mi espalda el monte amante y con heces de concha de la almeja // 
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Art and What We Can Do About It),44 that John Cage, tracing a 
line between Stéphane Mallarmé and Marcel Duchamp, can say 
with crippling irony: “every object, that is, plus the process of 
looking at it—is a Duchamp.”45

However, the deep argument of this process must be prop-
erly understood. Dream, play, and grotesque humor, or laugh-
ter as a dissolving fracture of life’s seriousness, are merely the 
visibly emerging side of the Postist iceberg. In the context of 
Spanish art and culture under Franco’s regime immediately af-
ter the Civil War, its hidden part concealed a paradoxical real-
ity that found its substance in drama and tragedy. This reality 
was none other than awareness of the artist’s inability to com-
municate in the world, and of the loss of childhood and love as 
spaces of absolute freedom, not as a mere social or sentimental 
justification. The Postists were truly nostalgic for the creative 
imagination and the wondrous; indeed, “The Sincere Nostalgia 
of Giorgio de Chirico” was the title given to a suggestive in-
terview by Silvano Sernesi with the great Italian painter.46 The 
baroque aspect so evident in their attitude points clearly in this 
direction by emphasizing the continual paradox of our reality 
and its radicalized or equivocal oxymoron. The Postists’ gro-
tesquerie, carnivalesque gaze, and acute verbal or visual wit, 
then, are not merely the spectacular and ribald manifestation of 
a humorous dissolvent. We would be wrong to view the Postist 
proposal from this angle alone, without understanding the mo-
tive for the time bomb ticking in its subsoil. For the truth is that 
at the very root of its pure representation, behind the laughing 
mask, lurks the grimace left behind by open and endless human 
conflict. To provide a full explanation for the neology of Postist 

44 Francisco Nieva, “Eduardo Chicharro: la realidad del arte y lo que pode-
mos en contra de ella,” Trece de Nieve (Madrid), no. 2, monographic issue 
dedicated to Eduardo Chicharro (Winter 1971–72), 51.

45 John Cage, “26 Statements re Duchamp,” in A Year from Monday: New 
Lectures and Writings (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 
1967), 70.

46 Silvano Sernesi, “La sincera nostalgia de Giorgio de Chirico,” El Español 
(Madrid), March 22, 1947.
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 CH. H., “Manifiesto del postismo,” 251–52.
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Art and What We Can Do About It),44 that John Cage, tracing a 
line between Stéphane Mallarmé and Marcel Duchamp, can say 
with crippling irony: “every object, that is, plus the process of 
looking at it—is a Duchamp.”45

However, the deep argument of this process must be prop-
erly understood. Dream, play, and grotesque humor, or laugh-
ter as a dissolving fracture of life’s seriousness, are merely the 
visibly emerging side of the Postist iceberg. In the context of 
Spanish art and culture under Franco’s regime immediately af-
ter the Civil War, its hidden part concealed a paradoxical real-
ity that found its substance in drama and tragedy. This reality 
was none other than awareness of the artist’s inability to com-
municate in the world, and of the loss of childhood and love as 
spaces of absolute freedom, not as a mere social or sentimental 
justification. The Postists were truly nostalgic for the creative 
imagination and the wondrous; indeed, “The Sincere Nostalgia 
of Giorgio de Chirico” was the title given to a suggestive in-
terview by Silvano Sernesi with the great Italian painter.46 The 
baroque aspect so evident in their attitude points clearly in this 
direction by emphasizing the continual paradox of our reality 
and its radicalized or equivocal oxymoron. The Postists’ gro-
tesquerie, carnivalesque gaze, and acute verbal or visual wit, 
then, are not merely the spectacular and ribald manifestation of 
a humorous dissolvent. We would be wrong to view the Postist 
proposal from this angle alone, without understanding the mo-
tive for the time bomb ticking in its subsoil. For the truth is that 
at the very root of its pure representation, behind the laughing 
mask, lurks the grimace left behind by open and endless human 
conflict. To provide a full explanation for the neology of Postist 

44 Francisco Nieva, “Eduardo Chicharro: la realidad del arte y lo que pode-
mos en contra de ella,” Trece de Nieve (Madrid), no. 2, monographic issue 
dedicated to Eduardo Chicharro (Winter 1971–72), 51.

45 John Cage, “26 Statements re Duchamp,” in A Year from Monday: New 
Lectures and Writings (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 
1967), 70.

46 Silvano Sernesi, “La sincera nostalgia de Giorgio de Chirico,” El Español 
(Madrid), March 22, 1947.
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Distant as were the dreams of the historical avant-gardes, like 
the collective, political, and social transformation of the indi-
vidual, the gesturality of Postism and the other strategies derived 
from its language were nonetheless capable of undermining the 
cultural and artistic apparatus of Franco’s regime. The histori-
cal avant-gardes were gone, but their creative breath remained. 
Their discourse was spent, but there lingered an endlessly open 
metadiscourse. Against a single creed and programmatic dogma, 
there emerged the eclecticism of a new avant-garde opposed to 
realism and official art.

The Postist adventure, in the final analysis a sort of phi-
losopher’s stone or alchemical distillation of all the isms, is far 
from being merely a last port of call. And precisely because of 
its eclecticism, its use of a syncretic vision to move beyond its 
avant-garde and Surrealist precedents, its teaching wants to be 
above all transversal, germinative, transhistorical. Seen in this 
light, the significant bequest of Postism is a threshold of re-
bellion that, like a lesson well learned or a permanent tattoo, 
forever marks the works of all those artists who, within their 
diversity, professed its ideas or had circumstantial links with it, 
from its founders Eduardo Chicharro, Carlos Edmundo de Ory, 
and Silvano Sernesi, to Nanda Papiri, Francisco Nieva, Ángel 
Crespo, Gabino-Alejandro Carriedo, José Ignacio Aldecoa, Félix 
Casanova de Ayala, Fernando Arrabal, Antonio Fernández 
Molina, Gloria Fuertes, Juan Eduardo Cirlot, José Fernández 
Arroyo, and others. From varying degrees of proximity, all 
these creators, writers, and visual artists alike made Postism, 
a “hygienic knocker on the door of freedom” and “paradigm 
of notorious disobedience,”

57
 a common ground in which their 

identities were rooted against the grain.

57
 José Manuel Caballero Bonald, “Técnica de imaginación,” in “La ínsula 
de Ory,” Ínsula (Madrid), no. 789 (September 2012): 4.
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language, its permanent lesson in transcodification, so given in 
poetry, for instance, to the delirious cultivation of enumerations, 
alliterations, and reverberating homophonies, paranomasias, se-
mantic improprieties, dilogies, and syntactic ruptures, it must 
be viewed in connection with a conflict or, if one prefers, a frac-
ture of a higher order—epistemological, sociopolitical, and, in 
the last instance, aesthetic, philosophical, and linguistic. As the 
reader is well aware, this fracture, its deep cause, was the rally-
ing cry of the avant-gardes, and points to the same crisis that the 
Surrealist object made patent by distinguishing between seeing 
and looking, the conscious and the subconscious. As Chicharro 
proclaimed in the Manifesto of Postism, every distinct universe 
demands a distinct language. Poetry, then, is opposition. The 
avant-garde tradition clearly taught the lesson that the goal was 
to use the subversion of artistic language and its expressive 
strategies to show up the fractures in collective thought.

Coda

Present in the Postist manifestos is the essential basis that made 
the avant-gardes not merely an artistic form or manifestation 
but above all a spiritual attitude and a world vision. For the heirs 
to the fallen angels of Romanticism, the unredeemed “children 
of the mire,” as Octavio Paz called them,47 there was no artistic 
conscience without moral conscience. Assuming both meant an 
unprejudiced recognition of the isolation of a discourse—“we 
the Postists launch our manifesto not with insults but most cer-
tainly with violence”48—that had to be belligerent to be effective. 
It is pointless to try, as some have, to separate these two concepts 
of moral and artistic conscience. In the practices of the histori-
cal avant-gardes, the mirror where the Postist ideas found their 
reflection (even in the awareness that those ideas, in political 
terms, were an impossible dream), both concepts formed part 

47 Octavio Paz, Los hijos del limo (Barcelona: Seix Barral, 1974).
48 Pont, El Postismo, 249.
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In such a manner, words seem to be magnetized in the poem 
through a process of neological attraction, a hallucinatory rap-
ture, or, to use Paul Éluard’s expression, a “magnetic fluid” akin 
to the image the Surrealists termed a “voluntary hallucination” 
or “narcotic image.”42 

Artistic Expression as “Invented Madness,”  
or “Cult of Foolishness”

The primary reason of Postism lies in its own lack of reason, 
with artistic expression seen as “invented madness” (de Ory) or 
a “cult of foolishness” (Chicharro). Madness and play reverber-
ate in their adherence to technique, wit, and invention. It is no 
coincidence that Eduardo Chicharro should have given his col-
lection of sonnets, a volume fraught from beginning to end with 
a feverishly baroque surrealism, the title of La plurilingüe lengua 
(The Multilingual Language).43 The work of art begins where lan-
guage assumes its responsibility and its opposition to utilitarian 
rationalism. The Postist manifestos are unequivocal: there is no 
poetry, no art, without a challenge to decorum and mere instru-
mental language, and without the expropriation of a freedom 
that ultimately makes it possible, as Francisco Nieva recalled 
in his essay “Eduardo Chicharro: la realidad del arte y lo que 
podemos en contra de ella” (Eduardo Chicharro: The Reality of 

en tu pecho / que el sultán viejo lo dice: / si el refrán mata a la rata / pon 
tu casa enjalbegada / que a decir viene lo mismo.” Chicharro, Música 
celestial y otros poemas, 107, 109.

42 For a critical study and characterization of Surrealist imagery, see C. B. 
Morris, Surrealism and Spain, 1920–1936 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1972).

43 The same parody of the classical form of the romance and the same ba-
roque surrealism are found in Las patitas de la sombra (The Shadow’s 
Little Legs), a collection of Postist romances co-written by Chicharro and 
de Ory in 1944, just before the launch of Postism. See Antonio Pérez 
Lasheras and Alfredo Saldaña, “Introducción,” in Chicharro and de Ory, 
Las patitas de la sombra, 9–41.
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of a single and indissoluble attitude or community of interests.49 
Such was the life breathing in the words that Louis Aragon 
addressed to the audience at the Residencia de Estudiantes in 
Madrid during his lecture of April 18, 1925: “Mes mots, messieurs, 
sont ma réalité.”50

“Chicharro,” de Ory confessed to me during one of our con-
versations, “made a strict distinction between a Postist patina and 
a Postist attitude: ‘Writing in Postist is never more than a pose,’ he 
repeated over and over again, ‘Postism is a raison d’être, an atti-
tude; one doesn’t write in Postist, one is a Postist.’”51 This position 
was assumed as a continuation of a tradition of rupture that they 
made their own in opposition to their detractors: “Let us hurl our 
answers and our truths in the face of the pharisees, the stupid 
and the misguided,” we read in the Second Manifesto of Postism, 
“like stones or like balls of hardened excrement.”52 Theirs was 
the critical and festive tradition of the Archpriest of Hita’s Libro 
de Buen Amor and Fernando de Rojas’s La Celestina, the age-old 
echo of the roistering carnival songs, the navigational compass 
of Francisco de Quevedo and Luis de Góngora, or that of Baltasar 
Gracián’s Agudeza y arte de ingenio and its Baroque admonition 
“to signify in two lights.” Their gaze always fell with fervent  
admiration, as we have already seen, on the “other” worlds of art-
ists like Bosch, Dürer, Brueghel, and, above all, the Surrealists 
“we have a heating system in common with Surrealism”53—led 
by the genius of Max Ernst and Duchamp. However, theirs too 
was the submerged voice of the eighteenth-century satirists, or of 
such singular nineteenth-century writers as Miguel de los Santos 
Álvarez and Antonio Ros de Olano, the grotesque precursors of 
Ramón del Valle-Inclán and his own esperpento. With all of these, 
and many others, the Postists hailed the modernity of the new 
century, their own, and welcomed the “oddballs” of modernism 

49 Morris, Surrealism and Spain, 132.
50 “My words, gentlemen, are my reality.” Louis Aragon, “Fragments d’une 

conférence,” La Révolution surréaliste (Paris), no. 4 (June 1925), 23.
51 Carlos Edmundo de Ory, Amiens, May 1972, to Jaume Pont.
52 CH. H., Sernesi, and de Ory, “Segundo manifiesto del postismo,” 262.
53 CH. H., “Manifiesto del postismo,” 250.
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Compositions of such rhythmic and plastic tension explain why 
the successions of phonetic and musical games that are found 
in Postist poems, and to which de Ory and Chicharro were es-
pecially prone (Ángel Crespo neatly described these poems as 
subject to the attack of a kind of “euphoric dynamism” or “rush 
of delirium”39), are so indebted to a type of Surrealist image in 
which the subject and object of contemplation end up being one 
and the same.40 Here is an excerpt from “Carta de noche a Carlos” 
by Eduardo Chicharro:

Carlos I write you thirteen trains
warbles thirteen makes you shudder
and I send rocking chairs
to you at your house.
For your house is one thing
that does not pass away.
I write to you on the very subtle edge
of the stirrup.
…

I continue to send you rocking chairs,
look after them, clean them, pomp them up,
gondolas, lamps, milk them,
shelter them in your breast
as the old sultan says:
if the old saw kills the rat
whitewash your house
which amounts to the same.41

Mi paranoia de Iolao i Averno /¡hola pato de oro hola marea / donde la 
mar merece su medusa! // Y creo que de cebra tengo un cuerno / y de llama 
una pata panacea / que se gasta en mi alma y que se usa.” Carlos Edmun-
do de Ory, “Soneto paranoico,” La Cerbatana (Madrid), no. 1 (1945): 7.

39 Ángel Crespo, “Prólogo,” in Eduardo Chicharro, Algunos poemas, ed. Ángel 
Crespo (Carboneras de Guadazaón: El Toro de Barro, 1966).

40 Pont, “Ángel Crespo y el Postismo,” 54.
41 “Carlos yo te escribo trece trenes / trinos trece te estremece / y te envío 

mecedoras / a tu casa. / Que tu casa es una cosa / que no pasa. / En el filo 
sutilísimo te escribo / del estribo. / … / Sigo enviándote mecedoras, / cuí-
dalas, límpialas, pómpalas, / góndolas, lámparas, ordéñalas, / albérgalas 
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In such a manner, words seem to be magnetized in the poem 
through a process of neological attraction, a hallucinatory rap-
ture, or, to use Paul Éluard’s expression, a “magnetic fluid” akin 
to the image the Surrealists termed a “voluntary hallucination” 
or “narcotic image.”
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ate in their adherence to technique, wit, and invention. It is no 
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lection of sonnets, a volume fraught from beginning to end with 
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poetry, no art, without a challenge to decorum and mere instru-
mental language, and without the expropriation of a freedom 
that ultimately makes it possible, as Francisco Nieva recalled 
in his essay “Eduardo Chicharro: la realidad del arte y lo que 
podemos en contra de ella” (Eduardo Chicharro: The Reality of 
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and the avant-gardes to their cause. In this way the tradition 
continued up to Ramón Gómez de la Serna, the Spanish theater 
of the absurd, Jardiel Poncela, Tono and Mihura, and afterward  
to the neo-avant-garde and further experimental art. This journey 
through a revisited and revised tradition was called “the round-
ness of Postism,” or, in the words of the Second Manifesto, 
“a starting point from which, as of today, to walk backward 
and retroactively find everything worthwhile in what has gone 
before.”54 It must be understood, then, that besides its revision 
of the historical avant-gardes, Postism was above all a privileged 
bridge between them and the actions of the second European 
avant-garde, as pointed out earlier, as well as the neo-avant-garde 
in Spain, from Dau al Set (1947) to Concretism and the experi-
mental poetry of the sixties and seventies.55

In the traditionalist, ultra-Catholic, and self-enclosed Spain 
it happened to be born into, Postism, a lighthearted movement 
that was openly bent on vindicating any sign of renewal in the 
European avant-gardes and its own tradition, was one of the few 
aesthetic and literary movements of postwar Spain that man-
aged to articulate, as Francisco Nieva recollected in 1984, a truly 
“systemic promise.” For Nieva, its status as a precursor is be-
yond all doubt, since it is to be observed “by reading against the 
light into the manifestos of Postism … that what they preached 
was no less than what came to be called, some thirty years or 
more later, ‘Postmodernism.’… The novelty of Postism lay in  
‘a distorting identification with everything given in art’ … with-
out any discrimination, in view of the most varied eclecticism.”56 

54 CH. H., “Manifiesto del postismo,” 275.
55 In this respect, see three fundamental contributions by Rafael de Cózar: 

“El Postismo en el contexto de la vanguardia,” Barcarola (Albacete), no. 50 
(1996): 245, 250; “Postismo y surrealismo: la vanguardia como distinta 
tradición,” in Surrealismo y literatura en España, ed. Jaume Pont (Lleida: 
Pub. Universitat de Lleida, 2001), 231–44; and “Carlos Edmundo de Ory: el 
postismo y la vanguardia,” in “La Ínsula de Ory,” monographic issue co-
ordinated by Jaume Pont, Ínsula (Madrid), no. 789 (September 2012): 7–9.

56 Francisco Nieva, “El Postismo, una vez más,” ABC (Madrid), July 22, 
1984. Nieva broadens this argument in the article “Preposmodernidad a 
la española,” Diario 16 (Madrid), October 24, 1987.
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49

 
Such was the life breathing in the words that Louis Aragon 
addressed to the audience at the Residencia de Estudiantes in 
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“Chicharro,” de Ory confessed to me during one of our con-
versations, “made a strict distinction between a Postist patina and 
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repeated over and over again, ‘Postism is a raison d’être, an atti-
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made their own in opposition to their detractors: “Let us hurl our 
answers and our truths in the face of the pharisees, the stupid 
and the misguided,” we read in the Second Manifesto of Postism, 
“like stones or like balls of hardened excrement.”
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de Buen Amor and Fernando de Rojas’s La Celestina, the age-old 
echo of the roistering carnival songs, the navigational compass 
of Francisco de Quevedo and Luis de Góngora, or that of Baltasar 
Gracián’s Agudeza y arte de ingenio and its Baroque admonition 
“to signify in two lights.” Their gaze always fell with fervent  
admiration, as we have already seen, on the “other” worlds of art-
ists like Bosch, Dürer, Brueghel, and, above all, the Surrealists 
“we have a heating system in common with Surrealism”
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by the genius of Max Ernst and Duchamp. However, theirs too 
was the submerged voice of the eighteenth-century satirists, or of 
such singular nineteenth-century writers as Miguel de los Santos 
Álvarez and Antonio Ros de Olano, the grotesque precursors of 
Ramón del Valle-Inclán and his own esperpento. With all of these, 
and many others, the Postists hailed the modernity of the new 
century, their own, and welcomed the “oddballs” of modernism 

49
 Morris, Surrealism and Spain, 132.
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undoubtedly associated with this type of image, the generator of 
a visual or aural fracture that is defined in the first manifesto as 
the “plastic raison d’être” of Postism.36 As Chicharro wrote in 
the Manifesto of Postism, the important factor in the technique 
of the “composition” of such an image is the change in its “dis-
position” or “arrangement,” amounting to the deconstruction of 
every plane of reason. Only in this way, he points out, would the 
word and the visual image be able to assert themselves within 
“an expressive power situated outside the unnecessary academic 
virtuosity,” using the force of the imagination to explore “an area 
so expansive that it ranges from the perfectly normal to utter 
madness.”37 In this respect, it is worth quoting Carlos Edmundo 
de Ory’s “Soneto paranoico” (Paranoid Sonnet):

Alone in the world with my half ear
and a flower cutting on my countenance
I descend to the deep mine of the diamond
that has neither root nor bars 

But as I am a tenuous bee of hate
gushed from some necromantic imp
I shall brush the loving hillside off my back
with its clamshell dregs

My paranoia of Iolaus & Avernus
hello golden duck hello tide
where the sea earns its jellyfish! 

And I think I have a horn of the zebra
and an all-healing llama foot
that gets used and worn in my soul.38

36 See Peiró, “Una lectura del postismo,” 191–93 (Eng.: 380).
37 CH. H., “Manifiesto del postismo,” 251–52.
38 “Solo en el mundo con mi media oreja / y una cortada flor en el semblante / 

bajo a la mina honda del diamante / que no tiene raíz ni tiene reja // Mas 
como soy del odio tenue abeja / manada de algún duende nigromante / pei-
naré de mi espalda el monte amante y con heces de concha de la almeja // 
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Art and What We Can Do About It),
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 that John Cage, tracing a 
line between Stéphane Mallarmé and Marcel Duchamp, can say 
with crippling irony: “every object, that is, plus the process of 
looking at it—is a Duchamp.”

45

However, the deep argument of this process must be prop-
erly understood. Dream, play, and grotesque humor, or laugh-
ter as a dissolving fracture of life’s seriousness, are merely the 
visibly emerging side of the Postist iceberg. In the context of 
Spanish art and culture under Franco’s regime immediately af-
ter the Civil War, its hidden part concealed a paradoxical real-
ity that found its substance in drama and tragedy. This reality 
was none other than awareness of the artist’s inability to com-
municate in the world, and of the loss of childhood and love as 
spaces of absolute freedom, not as a mere social or sentimental 
justification. The Postists were truly nostalgic for the creative 
imagination and the wondrous; indeed, “The Sincere Nostalgia 
of Giorgio de Chirico” was the title given to a suggestive in-
terview by Silvano Sernesi with the great Italian painter.

46
 The 

baroque aspect so evident in their attitude points clearly in this 
direction by emphasizing the continual paradox of our reality 
and its radicalized or equivocal oxymoron. The Postists’ gro-
tesquerie, carnivalesque gaze, and acute verbal or visual wit, 
then, are not merely the spectacular and ribald manifestation of 
a humorous dissolvent. We would be wrong to view the Postist 
proposal from this angle alone, without understanding the mo-
tive for the time bomb ticking in its subsoil. For the truth is that 
at the very root of its pure representation, behind the laughing 
mask, lurks the grimace left behind by open and endless human 
conflict. To provide a full explanation for the neology of Postist 
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 Francisco Nieva, “Eduardo Chicharro: la realidad del arte y lo que pode-
mos en contra de ella,” Trece de Nieve (Madrid), no. 2, monographic issue 
dedicated to Eduardo Chicharro (Winter 1971–72), 51.
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 John Cage, “26 Statements re Duchamp,” in A Year from Monday: New 
Lectures and Writings (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 
1967), 70.
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 Silvano Sernesi, “La sincera nostalgia de Giorgio de Chirico,” El Español 
(Madrid), March 22, 1947.
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Distant as were the dreams of the historical avant-gardes, like 
the collective, political, and social transformation of the indi-
vidual, the gesturality of Postism and the other strategies derived 
from its language were nonetheless capable of undermining the 
cultural and artistic apparatus of Franco’s regime. The histori-
cal avant-gardes were gone, but their creative breath remained. 
Their discourse was spent, but there lingered an endlessly open 
metadiscourse. Against a single creed and programmatic dogma, 
there emerged the eclecticism of a new avant-garde opposed to 
realism and official art.

The Postist adventure, in the final analysis a sort of phi-
losopher’s stone or alchemical distillation of all the isms, is far 
from being merely a last port of call. And precisely because of 
its eclecticism, its use of a syncretic vision to move beyond its 
avant-garde and Surrealist precedents, its teaching wants to be 
above all transversal, germinative, transhistorical. Seen in this 
light, the significant bequest of Postism is a threshold of re-
bellion that, like a lesson well learned or a permanent tattoo, 
forever marks the works of all those artists who, within their 
diversity, professed its ideas or had circumstantial links with it, 
from its founders Eduardo Chicharro, Carlos Edmundo de Ory, 
and Silvano Sernesi, to Nanda Papiri, Francisco Nieva, Ángel 
Crespo, Gabino-Alejandro Carriedo, José Ignacio Aldecoa, Félix 
Casanova de Ayala, Fernando Arrabal, Antonio Fernández 
Molina, Gloria Fuertes, Juan Eduardo Cirlot, José Fernández 
Arroyo, and others. From varying degrees of proximity, all 
these creators, writers, and visual artists alike made Postism, 
a “hygienic knocker on the door of freedom” and “paradigm 
of notorious disobedience,”57 a common ground in which their 
identities were rooted against the grain.

57 José Manuel Caballero Bonald, “Técnica de imaginación,” in “La ínsula 
de Ory,” Ínsula (Madrid), no. 789 (September 2012): 4.
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language, its permanent lesson in transcodification, so given in 
poetry, for instance, to the delirious cultivation of enumerations, 
alliterations, and reverberating homophonies, paranomasias, se-
mantic improprieties, dilogies, and syntactic ruptures, it must 
be viewed in connection with a conflict or, if one prefers, a frac-
ture of a higher order—epistemological, sociopolitical, and, in 
the last instance, aesthetic, philosophical, and linguistic. As the 
reader is well aware, this fracture, its deep cause, was the rally-
ing cry of the avant-gardes, and points to the same crisis that the 
Surrealist object made patent by distinguishing between seeing 
and looking, the conscious and the subconscious. As Chicharro 
proclaimed in the Manifesto of Postism, every distinct universe 
demands a distinct language. Poetry, then, is opposition. The 
avant-garde tradition clearly taught the lesson that the goal was 
to use the subversion of artistic language and its expressive 
strategies to show up the fractures in collective thought.

Coda

Present in the Postist manifestos is the essential basis that made 
the avant-gardes not merely an artistic form or manifestation 
but above all a spiritual attitude and a world vision. For the heirs 
to the fallen angels of Romanticism, the unredeemed “children 
of the mire,” as Octavio Paz called them,

47
 there was no artistic 

conscience without moral conscience. Assuming both meant an 
unprejudiced recognition of the isolation of a discourse—“we 
the Postists launch our manifesto not with insults but most cer-
tainly with violence”

48
—that had to be belligerent to be effective. 

It is pointless to try, as some have, to separate these two concepts 
of moral and artistic conscience. In the practices of the histori-
cal avant-gardes, the mirror where the Postist ideas found their 
reflection (even in the awareness that those ideas, in political 
terms, were an impossible dream), both concepts formed part 

47
 Octavio Paz, Los hijos del limo (Barcelona: Seix Barral, 1974).

48
 Pont, El Postismo, 249.

Postism
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of Tipos y trajes, these backgrounds—hilltops, villages, humble 
churches, and castles—became predominant in the next series.

There is also continuity in the supports. Before their pre-
sentation in book form, the pictures of Tipos y trajes had circu-
lated in salons and exhibitions. Ortiz Echagüe attached great 
importance to these exhibition copies, which he made using di-
rect carbon printing on Fresson paper, a rather labor-intensive 
direct pigment print process. Every copy therefore becomes a 
unique piece, very rich in tonalities and with a characteristic 
texture as a result of the rough paper and the carbon pigment. 
In this way, the photographs function on two levels: as unique 
copies in an artistic context, and, in a book, as images forming 
part of various series and taking on more of a documentary na-
ture. These characteristics, which began with Tipos y trajes, were 
to continue in Ortiz Echagüe’s subsequent projects.

Villages and Landscapes

His new project took shape very quickly, and was already ready 
for publication at the start of 1936. However, its appearance was 
delayed due to the difficulties of the following months, which led 
to the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War. España, pueblos y paisajes 
(Spain: Villages and Landscapes) was finally published immedi-
ately after the war, with a note that read, “The printing of this 
book was begun in January 1936 and completed in 1939.”4

While Tipos y trajes focused on rural life, Pueblos y paisajes 
opens directly with a panoramic view of Madrid and continues 
with aerial views of the Palacio Real and Ciudad Universitaria, 
the Calle de Sevilla, and the Prado Museum. Later it moves on 
to the villages and to the landscapes themselves, which make 
up most of the book. In addition to great cathedrals, castles, vil-
lages, and chapels, there are also aristocratic mansions, classical 
ruins, and Moorish palaces. Moreover, the most recent indus-
trial architecture is represented by the river port of Bilbao. The 

4 José Ortiz Echagüe, España, pueblos y paisajes (San Sebastián: Editora 
Internacional Manuel Conde López, 1939), 2.

Javier Ortiz-Echagüe
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José Ortiz Echagüe:  
Landscape and Architecture 

Javier Ortiz-Echagüe

“Around 1934, popular subjects were becoming scarcer, so I de-
cided I would photograph the villages and landscapes of my coun-
try,” José Ortiz Echagüe relates. “This was quite an attractive 
idea, since there are many villages in Spain replete with traditions 
and fine monuments.”1 Ortiz Echagüe had been the director of 
an aircraft manufacturing company since 1923, and devoted his 
free time to photography. He pursued his hobby so unwaveringly 
that by 1929 he had gathered enough material to publish a book. 
The first edition, in German, was entitled Spanische Köpfe. Bilder 
aus Kastilien, Aragonien und Andalusien (Spanish Heads: Pictures 
from Castile, Aragon and Andalusia), and it was then published 
in Spanish as Tipos y trajes de España and later in English as Spain: 
Types and Costumes.2

The new project he embarked on in 1934 was in a way a 
continuation of the previous one. Tipos y trajes is a study of pop-
ular culture that Ortiz Echagüe himself described as follows: 
“I have them [the models] gather on the scene previously selected, 
be it the typical plaza, the humble church or the nearby hilltop, 
from which the village with its towering is included in a marvel-
ous background.”3 While portraits had been the subject matter 

1 José Ortiz Echagüe, “Mi vida fotográfica,” in José Ortiz Echagüe. Sus 
fotografías (Madrid: Incafo, 1978), 8–9.

2 José Ortiz Echagüe, Spanische Köpfe. Bilder aus Kastilien, Aragonien und 
Andalusien (Berlin: Wasmuth, 1929); Tipos y trajes de España (Madrid: 
Espasa-Calpe, 1930); Spain: Types and Costumes (Barcelona: Sociedad 
General de Publicaciones, n.d. [1934]).

3 José Ortiz Echagüe, “My Photographic Career,” Camera Craft: A Photo-
graphic Monthly 32 (September 1925): 419.
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to continue in Ortiz Echagüe’s subsequent projects.
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delayed due to the difficulties of the following months, which led 
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ruins, and Moorish palaces. Moreover, the most recent indus-
trial architecture is represented by the river port of Bilbao. The 

4
 José Ortiz Echagüe, España, pueblos y paisajes (San Sebastián: Editora 
Internacional Manuel Conde López, 1939), 2.

Javier Ortiz-Echagüe
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1 José Ortiz Echagüe, “Mi vida fotográfica,” in José Ortiz Echagüe. Sus 
fotografías (Madrid: Incafo, 1978), 8–9.

2 José Ortiz Echagüe, Spanische Köpfe. Bilder aus Kastilien, Aragonien und 
Andalusien (Berlin: Wasmuth, 1929); Tipos y trajes de España (Madrid: 
Espasa-Calpe, 1930); Spain: Types and Costumes (Barcelona: Sociedad 
General de Publicaciones, n.d. [1934]).

3 José Ortiz Echagüe, “My Photographic Career,” Camera Craft: A Photo-
graphic Monthly 32 (September 1925): 419.
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Villages, Castles, and Nature

Landscapes can also act in this way. “The countryside,” said 
Miguel de Unamuno, “is a metaphor.”

25
 Cerros y nubes (Hills and 

Clouds, 1935), for instance, shows a vast plain with two hillocks 
in the distance beneath a sky that looks as though it were taken 
from an El Greco painting. It responds rather well to this (much 
earlier) description by Unamuno: “How beautiful the sadness 
that reposes on this petrified sea so full of sky! It is a uniform 
landscape, a monotone” that “releases us rather from the poor 
soil, enveloping us in the pure, naked, and uniform sky.”

26
 The 

metaphor is clear: the plain is the infinite that elevates us be-
yond ourselves. Others could be established in the same way: 
the rocks evoke eternity, the Holm oak resistance, the mountain 
peaks serenity and freedom…

27
 Such a procedure is valid both 

for landscapes and for architecture, which Unamuno considers 
part of the landscape. “A cathedral is also a forest, and there are 
landscapes in towns, genuine ones, especially in those old cities 
over whose monuments and dwellings the centuries have passed 
as over a forest.”

28

Continuity between landscape and buildings is one of 
the preoccupations of architects, and Ortiz Echagüe’s photo-
graphs illustrate this well. In 1953, “Cerros y nubes” appeared 
in an article on the Spanish landscape in Revista Nacional de 
Arquitectura,

29
 which frequently used his pictures. Alejandro 

de la Sota had done so the previous year in an article based on 
commentaries on photographs. “Nature, mistress of forms … for 

25
 Miguel de Unamuno, Andanzas y visiones españolas (Madrid: Renacimien-
to, 1922), 246.

26
 Miguel de Unamuno, “La casta histórica, Castilla,” La España Moderna, 
no. 85, March 1895, reprinted in Ensayos [En torno al casticismo] (Madrid: 
Est. tip. de Fortanet, 1916), 80–81.

27
 See Eduardo Martínez de Pisón, Imagen del paisaje. La generación del 98 
y Ortega y Gasset (Madrid: Fórcola, 2012), 83.

28
 Unamuno, Andanzas y visiones españolas, 31.

29
 Luis Ruidor, “El paisaje de España,” Revista Nacional de Arquitectura, 
no. 133 (January 1953): 30.

Javier Ortiz-Echagüe
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whoever wishes to learn from them,” de la Sota remarks on two 
pictures by Ortiz Echagüe. One shows some rock formations 
in Riglos (Huesca), and the other a group of houses clustered 
around a medieval tower in Frías (Burgos). His objective was to 
illustrate what he called “mimetic architecture,” in which “man 
intervened in the landscape almost without doing it injury” and 
“the form was like the materials: the same or similar in their 
coarseness to those of the Nature that surrounded him.”

30

A few months later, Rafael Aburto made use of some other 
photographs by Ortiz Echagüe to illustrate a similar idea. In an 
article on Cuenca, a picture of the city’s hanging houses exem-
plifies the fusion of architecture with the landscape. This is im-
mediately followed by a comparison with the rock formations 
of the Ciudad Encantada, or Enchanted City, in the province of 
Cuenca (also with pictures by Ortiz Echagüe), and with certain 
aspects of the architecture of Antoni Gaudí (as seen in photos 

30
 Alejandro de la Sota, “La arquitectura y el paisaje,” Revista Nacional de 
Arquitectura, no. 128 (August 1952): 35–36.

José Ortiz Echagüe

José O
rtiz E

ch
agüe, Cerros y nubes (H

ills and 
C

louds), 19
35, in

 E
spaña, pueblos y paisajes, 

E
ditora Intern

acion
al M

anuel C
onde L

ópez,  
San

 Sebastián
, 19

39

233

series finishes with two pictures of Tetouan taken in the 1910s. 
Although popular architecture predominates, the series is rath-
er more complex overall, looking at aristocratic and industrial 
construction as well.

The book’s thematic continuity with Tipos y trajes is fairly 
explicit. The pictures are often of the same places, and it is some-
times even possible to trace particular figures from one to another. 
The Viejo gaitero (Old Piper), of Tipos y trajes, for instance, reap-
pears in Hórreo asturiano (Asturian Granary) of Pueblos y paisajes, 
while the solitary figure who stands looking up from the walls 
of Ávila in the first book also appears in the second, in a slightly 
different place and now forming part of a group.

The first edition of the book contains 224 photographs, all 
by Ortiz Echagüe except for eighteen aerial views, which are 
attributed to Military Aviation. Perhaps because of the fraught 
process of publication, there are certain gaps in the first edition, 
which contains no pictures of either Extremadura or Catalonia. 
However, this was progressively remedied in subsequent edi-
tions. These continued down to the eighth edition in 1963, which 
had 371 photogravure plates and a few more in color.

Castles and Fortresses

The first edition of Pueblos y paisajes was presented as part of a tril-
ogy. This was completed in 1943 with the publication of España 
mística (Mystic Spain), a book devoted to religion in a broad sense. 
It includes portraits of monks, processions and pilgrimages, and 
cathedrals and monasteries. The result is a series that oscillates 
between the architectural documentation of Pueblos y paisajes and 
the ethnography of Tipos y trajes.5

Upon completion of this project, Ortiz Echagüe continued 
to work on landscape and architecture. “Of the architectural 
marvels to be found in many villages,” he said in an interview in 
the 1940s, “not even 10 percent appears in either the guidebooks 

5 José Ortiz Echagüe, España mística (San Sebastián: Editora Internacional 
Manuel Conde López, 1943).
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and they helped to professionalize Mexico’s intellectual life and 
broaden its cultural and artistic cosmopolitanism.3

A Possible Prelude

The Spanish exile in Mexico is an episode of particular impor-
tance among the political exiles of the twentieth century and a 
chapter in the culture of contemporary Mexico, just as Mexico is 
in its turn for Spanish culture. The two countries have a history 
of intertwined influences based above all on the relationships 
woven throughout the first third of the twentieth century by 
Mexican and Spanish writers and artists. These relations paved 
the way for the reencounter that began, not without misgivings, 
in 1939.

This movement back and forth between Spain and Mexico, 
some of whose key moments I shall now relate, may be said to 
have started in 1907 with the arrival of Diego Rivera in Madrid. 
There he painted Ramón Gómez de la Serna, whose influence on 
the American avant-gardes was considerable. A friend of Rivera’s, 
David Alfaro Siqueiros, published Vida americana (1921) in Bar-
celona, a journal featuring the likes of Marius de Zayas, Joaquín 
Torres-García, and Joan Salvat-Pappasseit. Though its influence 
reached Latin America, the venture never got beyond a single 
issue. By that time, the Mexican writer and diplomat Alfonso 
Reyes was well established in his residency in Spain, which last-
ed from 1914 to 1924. A habitué of literary discussion groups, 
he was to play a key role in the asylum granted to Republican 

3 Since the study produced under the direction of José Luis Abellán, El 
exilio español de 1939, 6 vols. (Madrid: Taurus, 1976), the bibliography on 
the subject has reached oceanic proportions, thanks largely to the large 
number of cultural dignitaries who suffered exile. Francisco Durán Al-
calá and Carmen Ruiz Barrientos, eds., El exilio español en México (Mexico 
City: Salvat-FCE, 1982). Dolores Pla Brugat, “El exilio republicano espa-
ñol en México,” in La España perdida. Los exiliados de la II República, ed. 
Francisco Durán Alcalá and Carmen Ruiz Barrientos (Córdoba: Dipu-
tación de Córdoba-Patronato Municipal Niceto Alcalá-Zamora, Universi-
dad de Córdoba, 2010), 213–33.

Salvador Albiñana
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possible. Some of the pictures in the series in fact date from 
before the war. For example, the photograph of the Alcázar of 
Segovia, included in both Pueblos y paisajes and Castillos y alcá-
zares, was exhibited at the Société Française de Photographie 
in 1935, when images of castles were interpreted quite differ-
ently. A very striking instance is that of Castillos de Castilla, the 
film made by Carlos Velo in 1935, of which several versions are 
known. Of the original, first shown in 1936, Antonio del Amo 
wrote that it was a “magical documentary film” that “makes 
us relive the life of the past” with no need for actors or sets: 
“it is the reconstruction of life with dead elements, with unin-
habited ruins, with the beautiful illusion of a few images.”

21
 

Out of this, two new versions were made. One was produced at 
the start of the Civil War by the filmmaker and militant com-
munist Arturo Ruiz Castillo (who “changed the text, giving it a 
new sense”),

22
 and was screened in the pavilion of the Spanish 

Republic at the 1937 International Exposition in Paris (where, 
incidentally, a selection of Ortiz Echagüe’s Tipos y trajes was 
also on display).

23
 The other was made by the German company 

Hispano Film Produktion under the title Castilianische Burgen, 
and was distributed as a Kulturfilm in Nazi Germany.

24
 In other 

words, castles, as Ortega y Gasset wrote, function as a screen 
on which to project ideas, and these can differ greatly from 
one another.

21
 Antonio del Amo, “Galería de valores nuevos. Carlos Velo,” Cinegramas. 
Revista semanal, no. 92, June 14, 1936, 38.

22
 Carlos Velo, interview, Nuestro cine, no. 63, July 1967. See Román Gubern, 
“Exhibiciones cinematográficas en el pabellón español,” in Pabellón es-
pañol. Exposición internacional de París 1937, ed. Josefina Alix, exh. cat. 
Centro de Arte Reina Sofía (Madrid: Ministerio de Cultura, 1987), 176.

23
 See Javier Ortiz-Echagüe and Julio Montero, “Documentary Uses of Ar-
tistic Photography: Spain: Types and Costumes by José Ortiz Echagüe,” 
History of Photography 35, no. 4 (November 2011): 402–8.

24
 See Manuel Nicolás Meseguer, La intervención velada. El apoyo cinema-
tográfico alemán al bando franquista, 1936–1939 (Murcia: Universidad de 
Murcia, 2004), 168–71.
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by Juan Eduardo Cirlot).
31

 While “the classical architects were 
inspired by the snail, the shell, and the urchin—in other words, 
a dermoskeleton that grows and develops in accordance with 
eternal, fixed, and immutable laws,” Aburto explains, Gaudí’s 
work shows us a “remote life governed by chance, as only wind 
and water can make.”

32
 It is a method that responds fairly well to 

Unamuno’s advice: “Contemplate Nature as history and history 
as Nature, landscape as language and language as landscape, 
outcrops as castles and castles as outcrops.”

33

Non-Pedigreed Architecture

Ortiz Echagüe’s photographs of landscapes and buildings had 
a wide international distribution. The most interesting case in 
this respect is probably that of Spectacular Spain, the exhibition 

31
 The photographs come from Juan Eduardo Cirlot, El arte de Gaudí (Barcelona: 
Omega, 1950).

32
 Rafael Aburto, “Cuenca,” Revista Nacional de Arquitectura, no. 131 (November 
1952): 6.

33
 Miguel de Unamuno, Paisajes del alma (Madrid: Revista de Occidente, 
1944), 168.
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or the archives. I was recently in Vélez Blanco (Almería), where 
there is a magnificent castle. Now I would like to do a book devoted 
solely to Spanish castles, and in that way tour the half of Spain 
I’m missing.”6 This is the project that was to occupy him over 
the next few years, and which finally bore fruit in 1956 under the 
title España, castillos y alcázares (Spain: Castles and Fortresses).7

Pueblos y paisajes already contained a good many castles. 
These are sometimes views of places that also appear in Castillos 
y alcázares, and on occasion even the same plates are used (this 
occurs with the castles of Sigüenza, Segovia, La Mota, and Peña-
fiel). The new book can therefore be regarded as a continuation 
of Pueblos y paisajes.

In Ortiz Echagüe’s own words, the objective of the new 
project was “to restore the value of our castles,” the ultimate 
aim being to “prevent their last stones from collapsing and pro-
viding company for those that have already been falling for ten 
centuries.”8 However, what was special about these ruins was 
that they were not recent but the result of a centuries-long pro-
cess. “The history of the Spanish castles is the history of the Re-
conquest,” Ortiz Echagüe explained; and once the Reconquest 
had been completed in 1492, “the Catholic Monarchs respond-
ed to new rebellions among the nobility by reiterating their orders 
to demolish towers and castles and forbidding the building of 
new ones. ‘We order and command that the fortified castles and 
strongholds and other fortresses that were or may henceforth 
be built on our soil and on monastic lands shall thereupon be 
toppled and demolished.’”9

Castillos y alcázares follows the style of Ortiz Echagüe’s later 
publications. From the first edition, it has 312 black-and-white 

6 José Ortiz Echagüe, interview with Alberto Olave, quoted in Asunción 
Domeño, La fotografía de José Ortiz Echagüe. Técnica, estética y temática 
(Pamplona: Gobierno de Navarra, 2000), 72.

7 José Ortiz Echagüe, España, castillos y alcázares (Madrid: Publicaciones 
Ortiz Echagüe, 1956).

8 José Ortiz Echagüe, “Los castillos de España.” See Domeño, La fotografía 
de Ortiz Echagüe, 277. 

9 Ortiz Echagüe, España, castillos y alcázares, 3, 5.
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Distant, Dispersed,  
and Disoriented: Notes on the 

Mexican Exile, 1939–1949

Salvador Albiñana

“What do Spanish mirrors have that the others don’t? I don’t 
know about the secrets of mercury. But they exist. I see my-
self older, a thing which should surprise nobody, but not just 
by thirty years. It comes to more than that: time multiplied by 
absence.” Max Aub wrote thus of his exile in La gallina ciega, a 
bitter chronicle of his first journey back to Spain in 1969. It was 
a trip of barely two months, the pretext being to take notes for 
the book on Buñuel that had been commissioned from him by 
the Aguilar publishing house. “I returned and I’m leaving,” he 
wrote in one of the last entries. “At no moment did I feel I formed 
part of this new country that has usurped the place of the one 
that was here before.”1 It is an eloquent testimony of uprooted-
ness, longing, and loss, of what Edward Said called the “unheal-
able rift” imposed between a human being and the place of his 
or her birth.2

The Republican exile came in diverse colors and had a vari-
ety of destinies. As in the time of Cervantes, America became the 
refuge for Spain’s desperate, and in particular Mexico, which 
attracted the highest number of refugees. Around twenty thou-
sand arrived between 1939 and 1950. A significant number of 
these were linked in some way to the arts, letters, and sciences, 

1 Max Aub, La gallina ciega. Diario español, ed. with introduction and notes 
by Manuel Aznar Soler (Barcelona: Alba, 1995).

2 Edward W. Said, “The Mind of Winter: Reflections on Life in Exile,” 
Harper’s Magazine, September 1984, 49–55; in reference to Said, see also 
Ana Bundgaard, “Expresiones del desarraigo en el exilio,” Aurora, no. 
14 (2013): 8–16.
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organized by the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York in 
1960. The show comprised more than eighty carbon prints by 
Ortiz Echagüe, including an extensive selection from the Pueblos 
y paisajes and Castillos y alcázares series (sixteen and twenty-six 
photographs, respectively).

34
 Alongside these was a selection of 

images related to Spain by photographers (including James Craig 
Annan, W. Eugene Smith, Henri Cartier-Bresson, and Ernst 
Haas) and engravers (such as Francisco de Goya and Fernando 
Brambila). Although rather heterogeneous, indeed contradicto-
ry, the show helped to make Ortiz Echagüe’s work more widely 
known.

One of the visitors to the Met exhibition was the archi-
tect and designer Bernard Rudofsky, who took an immediate 
interest in Ortiz Echagüe’s work. Rudofsky was then organiz-
ing an project for the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New 
York entitled Architecture Without Architects, which eventually 
led to an exhibition and a book in 1964.

35
 The idea of an archi-

tecture without authors looks back to Heinrich Wölfflin’s no-
tion of a “art history without names.”

36
 In this case, however, 

it is not the styles assumed by individuals that are important 
but a type of art in which authorship is not essential. The sub-
title, A Short Introduction to Non-Pedigreed Architecture, indicates 
that what matters here is the anonymous or popular construc-
tion, “the largest untapped source of architectural inspiration 
for industrial man.”

37
 In this respect, there are more immedi-

ate precedents than Wölfflin, such as Josep Lluís Sert, whose 

34
 The information on this exhibition comes from José Manuel Pozo, “De 
cómo el Metropolitan Museum nos ayudó a ver the invisible Spain,” in Las 
exposiciones de arquitectura y la arquitectura de exposiciones. La arquitectura 
española y las exposiciones internacionales, 1929–1975, Actas del Congreso 
Internacional, May 8–9, 2014, Escuela Técnica Superior de Arquitectura 
de la Universidad de Navarra (Pamplona: T6 Ediciones, 2014), 55–56.

35
 Bernard Rudofsky, Architecture Without Architects: An Introduction to Non-
Pedigreed Architecture (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1964).

36
 Heinrich Wölfflin, Preface (1915) to Principles of Art History: The Problem 
of the Development of Style in Early Modern Art, trans. Jonathan Blower 
(Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2015), 72.

37
 Bernard Rudofsky, Preface to Architecture Without Architects, 6.
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going to recover its youth at the age of one thousand.”
17

 Graphic 
magazines like Vértice and Fotos dedicated a good deal of space to 
the celebration of the Millennium,

18
 with whole pages of castles 

and desolate Castilian landscapes full of historical resonances. 
Against the background of the Spanish castles, as in a kind of 
dream, the exploits of Fernán González, the first autonomous 
count of Castile, are blended with those of the caudillo (Franco). 
This was not a novelty. Ya viene el cortejo (The Procession is Com-
ing, 1939), the documentary by Juan de Arévalo, starts with 
Castilian landscapes, castles, and medieval trumpeters before 
cutting directly to Franco’s victory parade.

Ancient ruins blend in with modern ones. In another ar-
ticle published in Vértice during the Civil War, Agustín de Foxá 
praises the “recent ruins” produced by events like the siege of 
the Alcázar fortress in Toledo. “The danger to a historic city, to 
a homeland with a pedigree, lies not in ruins but in museums,” 
Foxá says with Futurist rhetoric. The new ruins offer an alter-
native to the “picturesque Spain” full of “panoramic vistas” and 
“tourists’ Kodaks pointed at the military architecture of our for-
tresses.” The new ruins give new life to those of the past: “King 
Alfonso VI and his retinue passed through that arch, but so too 
did General Varela with his soldiers and militiamen. Thus we 
definitively join the dead and resuscitate them with our death.”

19

These uses of the iconography of castles have led to the 
association of Castillos y alcázares with the imagery of ruins 
evoked by the Spanish Civil War.

20
 However, other readings are 

17
 Víctor de la Serna, “Signos. Se propone la celebración solemne del Mile-
nario de Castilla,” Vértice, no. 14, September 1938.

18
 “Castilla cumple mil años,” Vértice, no. 43, September 1943; “Castilla 
cumple mil años,” Fotos, no. 339, August 28, 1943; and “Milenario de 
Castilla,” Fotos, no. 341, September 11, 1943. The Millennium was also 
covered in a newsreel report: No-Do 38-B, September 20, 1943. On this, 
see Rafael R. Tranche and Vicente Sánchez Biosca, No-Do. El tiempo y la 
memoria (Madrid: Cátedra, 2005), 283–86.

19
 Agustín de Foxá, “Arquitectura hermosa de las ruinas,” Vértice, no. 1, 
April 1937.

20
 See Philip Derbyshire, “José Ortiz Echagüe: Photography Against 
Modernity,” Journal of Spanish Cultural Studies 2, no. 2 (2001): 163–64.
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gaze.”40 It was around the same time that he accomplished the 
last of his aeronautical feats. Although he had been retired from 
the Air Force for years, he managed to break the sound barrier 
in 1959 aboard an American F-100, and this was duly reported in 
the press.41

He devoted his last active years as a photographer to com-
pleting the project with which his career had started. In 1965, 
he went once more to Morocco to round off the material he had 
gathered there between 1909 and 1915, his intention being to 
publish a fifth book devoted to Africa, though this was never fin-
ished. Very evident in these last images is the imprint left on him 
by his work on architecture and landscape. Portraiture assumes 
a minor role, and landscapes and architectural views become 
the fundamental subjects, with often faceless figures wandering 
through somewhat surreal settings.42 Much more abstract than 
the earlier work, this return to the subjects of his youth was now 
filtered through the ample experience of Pueblos y paisajes and 
Castillos y alcázares.

40 Italo Zannier, “José Ortiz Echagüe,” Afal, no. 24 (May–June 1960). On 
Ortiz Echagüe’s relationship with Afal, see Laura Terré, Historia del grupo 
fotográfico Afal, 1956–1963 (Seville: Photovision, 2006), 88–89.

41 “A los 72 años cruza la barrera del sonido,” Destino, no. 1143, July 4, 1959, 39.
42 See Javier Ortiz-Echagüe, Norte de África. Ortiz Echagüe (Madrid: La 

Fábrica, 2012), 40–43.
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writings vindicated an architecture “without style” and “with-
out architects.”

38

Rather than a work that is “scientifically investigating” a 
context, Architecture Without Architects is “essentially pictorial.”

39
 

It is based fundamentally on photographs, which are used to 
establish comparisons without entering into an analysis of the 
context or history of the buildings. This followed the model of 
The Family of Man (1955), the celebrated exhibition at the MoMA 
in which photographs of different places by various artists were 
decontextualized and subordinated to the global message of 
the show.

Eight photographs by Ortiz Echagüe appear in Architecture 
Without Architects, which makes him the most frequently repre-
sented photographer after Rudofsky himself. His pictures are 
used to support arguments similar to those cited above. For ex-
ample, the photograph that shows the Ciudad Encantada near 
Cuenca (plate 20), inspires Rudofsky to write of “our tendency to 
look at stalactite caves with cathedrals in mind, or to see castles in 
eroded rocks.” This argument is very similar to the one that runs 
through Aburto’s article on Cuenca, and Aburto and Rudofsky 
in fact use the same photograph. Another instance is the castle 
at Sotalbo in Ávila (plate 52), whose architecture “blends into the 
natural setting, thereby achieving a synthesis of the vernacular 
and organic forms.” This again recalls the aforementioned article 
by de la Sota.

But it is not only a question of an organic relationship be-
tween architecture and nature. Military architecture, deprived 
of any ornamentation and based on elementary geometry, can 
be seen as a compendium of modernity. “The founding fathers 
of modern architecture,” Rudofsky says of the castles of Monte 

38
 Josep Lluís Sert, “Arquitectura sense ‘estil’ i sense ‘arquitecte,’” D’aci i 
d’alla, no. 179 (December 1934). Similar arguments are found in “Arqui-
tectura popular mediterránea,” A.C., no. 18 (1935), which contains several 
of the photographs used by Josep Renau in the photomurals of the 1937 
pavilion designed by Sert.

39
 Andrea Bocco Guarneri, Bernard Rudofsky: A Humane Designer (New York: 
Springer, 2003), 109.
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These “ideas” have to do with the way of life implied by 
these buildings. Castles speak of the “warrior spirit” (as opposed 
to the “industrial”), of loyalty based on “honor” (very different 
from the modern notion of the “contract”), of “servitude” (as 
opposed to “equality”), or of “liberalism.” “Beyond their theat-
rical gestures,” Ortega y Gasset says with respect to the last of 
these, “castles seem to reveal a rich source of inspirations that 
coincide exactly with our deepest inner selves. Their towers are 
fashioned to defend the individual against the state. Gentlemen, 
long live liberty!”

14

Ortega y Gasset wrote this in 1926. On other occasions he 
had referred to the “delight” of “walking through a poor land, 
with ruins of ancient splendor, on a crisp morning.”

15
 For him, 

this did not imply the “traditionalist” view of those who wish 
that the past were “not the past but the present,” but the outlook 
of one who is glad that “it has indeed passed” and that “things, 
losing that rudeness with which they scratch at our eyes when 
in our presence … should ascend to the pure and more essential 
life that they lead in reminiscence.”

16

At the height of Franco’s regime, when Ortiz Echagüe 
published Castillos y alcázares, this was not, needless to say, the 
most commonly accepted interpretation. One case provides 
a clear demonstration. In 1943, the Spanish press was filled 
with photographs of castles to mark a strange celebration, the 
Millennium of Castile. “In 1933,” wrote one of its promoters, 
Víctor de la Serna, “I was honored to propose the celebration of 
the Millennium of Castile. Fortunately, my initiative fell like 
wild oats on a sandbank. It was Castile itself that had to cel-
ebrate its millennium by rising up once more against the for-
eignizing and the feminine—cruelly feminine. It was Castile 
itself with its blood and its romance, loyal to itself, that was 

14
 Ibid., 424.

15
 José Ortega y Gasset, “La vida en torno. Tierras de Castilla. Notas de 
andar y ver,” El espectador 1 (1916), in Obras completas, vol. 2, 47.

16
 Ibid., 43.
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Alegre and Villarejo de Salvanes in the provinces of Valladolid 
and Madrid, respectively (plates 122 and 124), “took more than 
one cue from Spanish castles. Functional, austere, and remark-
ably free of confectionary château-style detail, the volumes of 
these fortifications are composed mainly of cubic and cylindri-
cal forms.” Rudofsky’s formalist reading reduces the castles to 
pure geometric forms: the “non-pedigreed” architecture has no 
social or political history, nor does it leave any room for Ortega 
y Gasset’s “ideas” or Unamuno’s “metaphors.”

The Last Years

In the early sixties, Ortiz Echagüe’s work became widely known. 
Besides the two New York exhibitions already mentioned, he had 
an anthological exhibition in Turin in 1961, and another at the 
Biblioteca Nacional in Madrid the following year. In another order 
of things, symbolically important, he received a tribute in 1960 
from Afal, the most innovative photography collective in Spain, 
which published the image Castillo andaluz (Andalusian Castle) 
in their eponymous magazine alongside a text insisting that his 
work is not “pictorial” but the fruit “of the photographer’s selective 
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plates and another 14 in color, which the author considers inter-
esting for their informative value, even if they do not attain the 
quality of photogravure. The series is much more consistent than 
that of Pueblos y paisajes, as all the pictures show exteriors of mil-
itary constructions. The landscape is important in many cases, 
but there are also images that focus on building details. Most are 
solitary and uninhabited ruins, with hardly any urban features 
to be seen.

This is a significant difference. Whereas Pueblos y paisajes 
shares both locations and subject matter with other travel books,10 
Castillo y alcázares is not really a book for tourists. As Ortiz 
Echagüe explains, it is a “consequence of the great movement that 
has grown in Spain around ruins. It’s more a book for Spaniards 
who know more or less where they are and how to find them. It’s 
not a subject for tourists, since they’re generally located in very 
remote places deprived of resources, where I don’t think it would 
be appropriate to take the foreigners who visit us.”11

Castles, Fortresses, and History

As Ortiz Echagüe explains, the castles and villages are often lo-
cated in “picturesque settings, on hilltops frequently crowned by 
churches and castles. Though these are often in ruins, they still 
offer a photographer plenty of romantic motifs.”12 Nevertheless, 
this emphasis on the picturesque hides other possibilities. José 
Ortega y Gasset explains, “After shaking up our melodramatic 
sensibility and the romantic mire we carry in our soul—an in-
evitable sediment in people with a long history behind them—
castles send us ideas.”13

10 For example, Kurt Hielscher, Das unbekannte Spanien: Baukunst, Land-
schaft, Volksleben (Berlin: Ernst Wasmuth, 1922), which groups together 
photographs of typical figures, landscapes, and monuments.

11 José Ortiz Echagüe, letter to J. Denkhaus, October 11, 1962, quoted in 
Domeño, La fotografía de Ortiz Echagüe, 277.

12 Ortiz Echagüe, “Mi vida fotográfica,” 9.
13 José Ortega y Gasset, “Notas del vago estío,” El espectador 5 (1926), in Obras 

completas, vol. 2 (Madrid: Revista de Occidente, 1963), 421.
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writings vindicated an architecture “without style” and “with-
out architects.”38

Rather than a work that is “scientifically investigating” a 
context, Architecture Without Architects is “essentially pictorial.”39 
It is based fundamentally on photographs, which are used to 
establish comparisons without entering into an analysis of the 
context or history of the buildings. This followed the model of 
The Family of Man (1955), the celebrated exhibition at the MoMA 
in which photographs of different places by various artists were 
decontextualized and subordinated to the global message of 
the show.

Eight photographs by Ortiz Echagüe appear in Architecture 
Without Architects, which makes him the most frequently repre-
sented photographer after Rudofsky himself. His pictures are 
used to support arguments similar to those cited above. For ex-
ample, the photograph that shows the Ciudad Encantada near 
Cuenca (plate 20), inspires Rudofsky to write of “our tendency to 
look at stalactite caves with cathedrals in mind, or to see castles in 
eroded rocks.” This argument is very similar to the one that runs 
through Aburto’s article on Cuenca, and Aburto and Rudofsky 
in fact use the same photograph. Another instance is the castle 
at Sotalbo in Ávila (plate 52), whose architecture “blends into the 
natural setting, thereby achieving a synthesis of the vernacular 
and organic forms.” This again recalls the aforementioned article 
by de la Sota.

But it is not only a question of an organic relationship be-
tween architecture and nature. Military architecture, deprived 
of any ornamentation and based on elementary geometry, can 
be seen as a compendium of modernity. “The founding fathers 
of modern architecture,” Rudofsky says of the castles of Monte 

38 Josep Lluís Sert, “Arquitectura sense ‘estil’ i sense ‘arquitecte,’” D’aci i 
d’alla, no. 179 (December 1934). Similar arguments are found in “Arqui-
tectura popular mediterránea,” A.C., no. 18 (1935), which contains several 
of the photographs used by Josep Renau in the photomurals of the 1937 
pavilion designed by Sert.

39 Andrea Bocco Guarneri, Bernard Rudofsky: A Humane Designer (New York: 
Springer, 2003), 109.
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These “ideas” have to do with the way of life implied by 
these buildings. Castles speak of the “warrior spirit” (as opposed 
to the “industrial”), of loyalty based on “honor” (very different 
from the modern notion of the “contract”), of “servitude” (as 
opposed to “equality”), or of “liberalism.” “Beyond their theat-
rical gestures,” Ortega y Gasset says with respect to the last of 
these, “castles seem to reveal a rich source of inspirations that 
coincide exactly with our deepest inner selves. Their towers are 
fashioned to defend the individual against the state. Gentlemen, 
long live liberty!”14

Ortega y Gasset wrote this in 1926. On other occasions he 
had referred to the “delight” of “walking through a poor land, 
with ruins of ancient splendor, on a crisp morning.”15 For him, 
this did not imply the “traditionalist” view of those who wish 
that the past were “not the past but the present,” but the outlook 
of one who is glad that “it has indeed passed” and that “things, 
losing that rudeness with which they scratch at our eyes when 
in our presence … should ascend to the pure and more essential 
life that they lead in reminiscence.”16

At the height of Franco’s regime, when Ortiz Echagüe 
published Castillos y alcázares, this was not, needless to say, the 
most commonly accepted interpretation. One case provides 
a clear demonstration. In 1943, the Spanish press was filled 
with photographs of castles to mark a strange celebration, the 
Millennium of Castile. “In 1933,” wrote one of its promoters, 
Víctor de la Serna, “I was honored to propose the celebration of 
the Millennium of Castile. Fortunately, my initiative fell like 
wild oats on a sandbank. It was Castile itself that had to cel-
ebrate its millennium by rising up once more against the for-
eignizing and the feminine—cruelly feminine. It was Castile 
itself with its blood and its romance, loyal to itself, that was 

14 Ibid., 424.
15 José Ortega y Gasset, “La vida en torno. Tierras de Castilla. Notas de 

andar y ver,” El espectador 1 (1916), in Obras completas, vol. 2, 47.
16 Ibid., 43.
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Alegre and Villarejo de Salvanes in the provinces of Valladolid 
and Madrid, respectively (plates 122 and 124), “took more than 
one cue from Spanish castles. Functional, austere, and remark-
ably free of confectionary château-style detail, the volumes of 
these fortifications are composed mainly of cubic and cylindri-
cal forms.” Rudofsky’s formalist reading reduces the castles to 
pure geometric forms: the “non-pedigreed” architecture has no 
social or political history, nor does it leave any room for Ortega 
y Gasset’s “ideas” or Unamuno’s “metaphors.”

The Last Years

In the early sixties, Ortiz Echagüe’s work became widely known. 
Besides the two New York exhibitions already mentioned, he had 
an anthological exhibition in Turin in 1961, and another at the 
Biblioteca Nacional in Madrid the following year. In another order 
of things, symbolically important, he received a tribute in 1960 
from Afal, the most innovative photography collective in Spain, 
which published the image Castillo andaluz (Andalusian Castle) 
in their eponymous magazine alongside a text insisting that his 
work is not “pictorial” but the fruit “of the photographer’s selective 
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plates and another 14 in color, which the author considers inter-
esting for their informative value, even if they do not attain the 
quality of photogravure. The series is much more consistent than 
that of Pueblos y paisajes, as all the pictures show exteriors of mil-
itary constructions. The landscape is important in many cases, 
but there are also images that focus on building details. Most are 
solitary and uninhabited ruins, with hardly any urban features 
to be seen.

This is a significant difference. Whereas Pueblos y paisajes 
shares both locations and subject matter with other travel books,

10
 

Castillo y alcázares is not really a book for tourists. As Ortiz 
Echagüe explains, it is a “consequence of the great movement that 
has grown in Spain around ruins. It’s more a book for Spaniards 
who know more or less where they are and how to find them. It’s 
not a subject for tourists, since they’re generally located in very 
remote places deprived of resources, where I don’t think it would 
be appropriate to take the foreigners who visit us.”

11

Castles, Fortresses, and History

As Ortiz Echagüe explains, the castles and villages are often lo-
cated in “picturesque settings, on hilltops frequently crowned by 
churches and castles. Though these are often in ruins, they still 
offer a photographer plenty of romantic motifs.”

12
 Nevertheless, 

this emphasis on the picturesque hides other possibilities. José 
Ortega y Gasset explains, “After shaking up our melodramatic 
sensibility and the romantic mire we carry in our soul—an in-
evitable sediment in people with a long history behind them—
castles send us ideas.”

13

10
 For example, Kurt Hielscher, Das unbekannte Spanien: Baukunst, Land-
schaft, Volksleben (Berlin: Ernst Wasmuth, 1922), which groups together 
photographs of typical figures, landscapes, and monuments.

11
 José Ortiz Echagüe, letter to J. Denkhaus, October 11, 1962, quoted in 
Domeño, La fotografía de Ortiz Echagüe, 277.

12
 Ortiz Echagüe, “Mi vida fotográfica,” 9.

13
 José Ortega y Gasset, “Notas del vago estío,” El espectador 5 (1926), in Obras 
completas, vol. 2 (Madrid: Revista de Occidente, 1963), 421.
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organized by the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York in 
1960. The show comprised more than eighty carbon prints by 
Ortiz Echagüe, including an extensive selection from the Pueblos 
y paisajes and Castillos y alcázares series (sixteen and twenty-six 
photographs, respectively).34 Alongside these was a selection of 
images related to Spain by photographers (including James Craig 
Annan, W. Eugene Smith, Henri Cartier-Bresson, and Ernst 
Haas) and engravers (such as Francisco de Goya and Fernando 
Brambila). Although rather heterogeneous, indeed contradicto-
ry, the show helped to make Ortiz Echagüe’s work more widely 
known.

One of the visitors to the Met exhibition was the archi-
tect and designer Bernard Rudofsky, who took an immediate 
interest in Ortiz Echagüe’s work. Rudofsky was then organiz-
ing an project for the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New 
York entitled Architecture Without Architects, which eventually 
led to an exhibition and a book in 1964.35 The idea of an archi-
tecture without authors looks back to Heinrich Wölfflin’s no-
tion of a “art history without names.”36 In this case, however, 
it is not the styles assumed by individuals that are important 
but a type of art in which authorship is not essential. The sub-
title, A Short Introduction to Non-Pedigreed Architecture, indicates 
that what matters here is the anonymous or popular construc-
tion, “the largest untapped source of architectural inspiration 
for industrial man.”37 In this respect, there are more immedi-
ate precedents than Wölfflin, such as Josep Lluís Sert, whose 

34 The information on this exhibition comes from José Manuel Pozo, “De 
cómo el Metropolitan Museum nos ayudó a ver the invisible Spain,” in Las 
exposiciones de arquitectura y la arquitectura de exposiciones. La arquitectura 
española y las exposiciones internacionales, 1929–1975, Actas del Congreso 
Internacional, May 8–9, 2014, Escuela Técnica Superior de Arquitectura 
de la Universidad de Navarra (Pamplona: T6 Ediciones, 2014), 55–56.

35 Bernard Rudofsky, Architecture Without Architects: An Introduction to Non-
Pedigreed Architecture (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1964).

36 Heinrich Wölfflin, Preface (1915) to Principles of Art History: The Problem 
of the Development of Style in Early Modern Art, trans. Jonathan Blower 
(Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2015), 72.

37 Bernard Rudofsky, Preface to Architecture Without Architects, 6.
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going to recover its youth at the age of one thousand.”17 Graphic 
magazines like Vértice and Fotos dedicated a good deal of space to 
the celebration of the Millennium,18 with whole pages of castles 
and desolate Castilian landscapes full of historical resonances. 
Against the background of the Spanish castles, as in a kind of 
dream, the exploits of Fernán González, the first autonomous 
count of Castile, are blended with those of the caudillo (Franco). 
This was not a novelty. Ya viene el cortejo (The Procession is Com-
ing, 1939), the documentary by Juan de Arévalo, starts with 
Castilian landscapes, castles, and medieval trumpeters before 
cutting directly to Franco’s victory parade.

Ancient ruins blend in with modern ones. In another ar-
ticle published in Vértice during the Civil War, Agustín de Foxá 
praises the “recent ruins” produced by events like the siege of 
the Alcázar fortress in Toledo. “The danger to a historic city, to 
a homeland with a pedigree, lies not in ruins but in museums,” 
Foxá says with Futurist rhetoric. The new ruins offer an alter-
native to the “picturesque Spain” full of “panoramic vistas” and 
“tourists’ Kodaks pointed at the military architecture of our for-
tresses.” The new ruins give new life to those of the past: “King 
Alfonso VI and his retinue passed through that arch, but so too 
did General Varela with his soldiers and militiamen. Thus we 
definitively join the dead and resuscitate them with our death.”19

These uses of the iconography of castles have led to the 
association of Castillos y alcázares with the imagery of ruins 
evoked by the Spanish Civil War.20 However, other readings are 

17 Víctor de la Serna, “Signos. Se propone la celebración solemne del Mile-
nario de Castilla,” Vértice, no. 14, September 1938.

18 “Castilla cumple mil años,” Vértice, no. 43, September 1943; “Castilla 
cumple mil años,” Fotos, no. 339, August 28, 1943; and “Milenario de 
Castilla,” Fotos, no. 341, September 11, 1943. The Millennium was also 
covered in a newsreel report: No-Do 38-B, September 20, 1943. On this, 
see Rafael R. Tranche and Vicente Sánchez Biosca, No-Do. El tiempo y la 
memoria (Madrid: Cátedra, 2005), 283–86.

19 Agustín de Foxá, “Arquitectura hermosa de las ruinas,” Vértice, no. 1, 
April 1937.

20 See Philip Derbyshire, “José Ortiz Echagüe: Photography Against 
Modernity,” Journal of Spanish Cultural Studies 2, no. 2 (2001): 163–64.
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possible. Some of the pictures in the series in fact date from 
before the war. For example, the photograph of the Alcázar of 
Segovia, included in both Pueblos y paisajes and Castillos y alcá-
zares, was exhibited at the Société Française de Photographie 
in 1935, when images of castles were interpreted quite differ-
ently. A very striking instance is that of Castillos de Castilla, the 
film made by Carlos Velo in 1935, of which several versions are 
known. Of the original, first shown in 1936, Antonio del Amo 
wrote that it was a “magical documentary film” that “makes 
us relive the life of the past” with no need for actors or sets: 
“it is the reconstruction of life with dead elements, with unin-
habited ruins, with the beautiful illusion of a few images.”21 
Out of this, two new versions were made. One was produced at 
the start of the Civil War by the filmmaker and militant com-
munist Arturo Ruiz Castillo (who “changed the text, giving it a 
new sense”),22 and was screened in the pavilion of the Spanish 
Republic at the 1937 International Exposition in Paris (where, 
incidentally, a selection of Ortiz Echagüe’s Tipos y trajes was 
also on display).23 The other was made by the German company 
Hispano Film Produktion under the title Castilianische Burgen, 
and was distributed as a Kulturfilm in Nazi Germany.24 In other 
words, castles, as Ortega y Gasset wrote, function as a screen 
on which to project ideas, and these can differ greatly from 
one another.

21 Antonio del Amo, “Galería de valores nuevos. Carlos Velo,” Cinegramas. 
Revista semanal, no. 92, June 14, 1936, 38.

22 Carlos Velo, interview, Nuestro cine, no. 63, July 1967. See Román Gubern, 
“Exhibiciones cinematográficas en el pabellón español,” in Pabellón es-
pañol. Exposición internacional de París 1937, ed. Josefina Alix, exh. cat. 
Centro de Arte Reina Sofía (Madrid: Ministerio de Cultura, 1987), 176.

23 See Javier Ortiz-Echagüe and Julio Montero, “Documentary Uses of Ar-
tistic Photography: Spain: Types and Costumes by José Ortiz Echagüe,” 
History of Photography 35, no. 4 (November 2011): 402–8.

24 See Manuel Nicolás Meseguer, La intervención velada. El apoyo cinema-
tográfico alemán al bando franquista, 1936–1939 (Murcia: Universidad de 
Murcia, 2004), 168–71.
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by Juan Eduardo Cirlot).31 While “the classical architects were 
inspired by the snail, the shell, and the urchin—in other words, 
a dermoskeleton that grows and develops in accordance with 
eternal, fixed, and immutable laws,” Aburto explains, Gaudí’s 
work shows us a “remote life governed by chance, as only wind 
and water can make.”32 It is a method that responds fairly well to 
Unamuno’s advice: “Contemplate Nature as history and history 
as Nature, landscape as language and language as landscape, 
outcrops as castles and castles as outcrops.”33

Non-Pedigreed Architecture

Ortiz Echagüe’s photographs of landscapes and buildings had 
a wide international distribution. The most interesting case in 
this respect is probably that of Spectacular Spain, the exhibition 

31 The photographs come from Juan Eduardo Cirlot, El arte de Gaudí (Barcelona: 
Omega, 1950).

32 Rafael Aburto, “Cuenca,” Revista Nacional de Arquitectura, no. 131 (November 
1952): 6.

33 Miguel de Unamuno, Paisajes del alma (Madrid: Revista de Occidente, 
1944), 168.
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Villages, Castles, and Nature

Landscapes can also act in this way. “The countryside,” said 
Miguel de Unamuno, “is a metaphor.”25 Cerros y nubes (Hills and 
Clouds, 1935), for instance, shows a vast plain with two hillocks 
in the distance beneath a sky that looks as though it were taken 
from an El Greco painting. It responds rather well to this (much 
earlier) description by Unamuno: “How beautiful the sadness 
that reposes on this petrified sea so full of sky! It is a uniform 
landscape, a monotone” that “releases us rather from the poor 
soil, enveloping us in the pure, naked, and uniform sky.”26 The 
metaphor is clear: the plain is the infinite that elevates us be-
yond ourselves. Others could be established in the same way: 
the rocks evoke eternity, the Holm oak resistance, the mountain 
peaks serenity and freedom…27 Such a procedure is valid both 
for landscapes and for architecture, which Unamuno considers 
part of the landscape. “A cathedral is also a forest, and there are 
landscapes in towns, genuine ones, especially in those old cities 
over whose monuments and dwellings the centuries have passed 
as over a forest.”28

Continuity between landscape and buildings is one of 
the preoccupations of architects, and Ortiz Echagüe’s photo-
graphs illustrate this well. In 1953, “Cerros y nubes” appeared 
in an article on the Spanish landscape in Revista Nacional de 
Arquitectura,29 which frequently used his pictures. Alejandro 
de la Sota had done so the previous year in an article based on 
commentaries on photographs. “Nature, mistress of forms … for 

25 Miguel de Unamuno, Andanzas y visiones españolas (Madrid: Renacimien-
to, 1922), 246.

26 Miguel de Unamuno, “La casta histórica, Castilla,” La España Moderna, 
no. 85, March 1895, reprinted in Ensayos [En torno al casticismo] (Madrid: 
Est. tip. de Fortanet, 1916), 80–81.

27 See Eduardo Martínez de Pisón, Imagen del paisaje. La generación del 98 
y Ortega y Gasset (Madrid: Fórcola, 2012), 83.

28 Unamuno, Andanzas y visiones españolas, 31.
29 Luis Ruidor, “El paisaje de España,” Revista Nacional de Arquitectura, 

no. 133 (January 1953): 30.
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whoever wishes to learn from them,” de la Sota remarks on two 
pictures by Ortiz Echagüe. One shows some rock formations 
in Riglos (Huesca), and the other a group of houses clustered 
around a medieval tower in Frías (Burgos). His objective was to 
illustrate what he called “mimetic architecture,” in which “man 
intervened in the landscape almost without doing it injury” and 
“the form was like the materials: the same or similar in their 
coarseness to those of the Nature that surrounded him.”30

A few months later, Rafael Aburto made use of some other 
photographs by Ortiz Echagüe to illustrate a similar idea. In an 
article on Cuenca, a picture of the city’s hanging houses exem-
plifies the fusion of architecture with the landscape. This is im-
mediately followed by a comparison with the rock formations 
of the Ciudad Encantada, or Enchanted City, in the province of 
Cuenca (also with pictures by Ortiz Echagüe), and with certain 
aspects of the architecture of Antoni Gaudí (as seen in photos 

30 Alejandro de la Sota, “La arquitectura y el paisaje,” Revista Nacional de 
Arquitectura, no. 128 (August 1952): 35–36.
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series finishes with two pictures of Tetouan taken in the 1910s. 
Although popular architecture predominates, the series is rath-
er more complex overall, looking at aristocratic and industrial 
construction as well.

The book’s thematic continuity with Tipos y trajes is fairly 
explicit. The pictures are often of the same places, and it is some-
times even possible to trace particular figures from one to another. 
The Viejo gaitero (Old Piper), of Tipos y trajes, for instance, reap-
pears in Hórreo asturiano (Asturian Granary) of Pueblos y paisajes, 
while the solitary figure who stands looking up from the walls 
of Ávila in the first book also appears in the second, in a slightly 
different place and now forming part of a group.

The first edition of the book contains 224 photographs, all 
by Ortiz Echagüe except for eighteen aerial views, which are 
attributed to Military Aviation. Perhaps because of the fraught 
process of publication, there are certain gaps in the first edition, 
which contains no pictures of either Extremadura or Catalonia. 
However, this was progressively remedied in subsequent edi-
tions. These continued down to the eighth edition in 1963, which 
had 371 photogravure plates and a few more in color.

Castles and Fortresses

The first edition of Pueblos y paisajes was presented as part of a tril-
ogy. This was completed in 1943 with the publication of España 
mística (Mystic Spain), a book devoted to religion in a broad sense. 
It includes portraits of monks, processions and pilgrimages, and 
cathedrals and monasteries. The result is a series that oscillates 
between the architectural documentation of Pueblos y paisajes and 
the ethnography of Tipos y trajes.

5

Upon completion of this project, Ortiz Echagüe continued 
to work on landscape and architecture. “Of the architectural 
marvels to be found in many villages,” he said in an interview in 
the 1940s, “not even 10 percent appears in either the guidebooks 

5
 José Ortiz Echagüe, España mística (San Sebastián: Editora Internacional 
Manuel Conde López, 1943).
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and they helped to professionalize Mexico’s intellectual life and 
broaden its cultural and artistic cosmopolitanism.

3

A Possible Prelude

The Spanish exile in Mexico is an episode of particular impor-
tance among the political exiles of the twentieth century and a 
chapter in the culture of contemporary Mexico, just as Mexico is 
in its turn for Spanish culture. The two countries have a history 
of intertwined influences based above all on the relationships 
woven throughout the first third of the twentieth century by 
Mexican and Spanish writers and artists. These relations paved 
the way for the reencounter that began, not without misgivings, 
in 1939.

This movement back and forth between Spain and Mexico, 
some of whose key moments I shall now relate, may be said to 
have started in 1907 with the arrival of Diego Rivera in Madrid. 
There he painted Ramón Gómez de la Serna, whose influence on 
the American avant-gardes was considerable. A friend of Rivera’s, 
David Alfaro Siqueiros, published Vida americana (1921) in Bar-
celona, a journal featuring the likes of Marius de Zayas, Joaquín 
Torres-García, and Joan Salvat-Pappasseit. Though its influence 
reached Latin America, the venture never got beyond a single 
issue. By that time, the Mexican writer and diplomat Alfonso 
Reyes was well established in his residency in Spain, which last-
ed from 1914 to 1924. A habitué of literary discussion groups, 
he was to play a key role in the asylum granted to Republican 

3
 Since the study produced under the direction of José Luis Abellán, El 
exilio español de 1939, 6 vols. (Madrid: Taurus, 1976), the bibliography on 
the subject has reached oceanic proportions, thanks largely to the large 
number of cultural dignitaries who suffered exile. Francisco Durán Al-
calá and Carmen Ruiz Barrientos, eds., El exilio español en México (Mexico 
City: Salvat-FCE, 1982). Dolores Pla Brugat, “El exilio republicano espa-
ñol en México,” in La España perdida. Los exiliados de la II República, ed. 
Francisco Durán Alcalá and Carmen Ruiz Barrientos (Córdoba: Dipu-
tación de Córdoba-Patronato Municipal Niceto Alcalá-Zamora, Universi-
dad de Córdoba, 2010), 213–33.
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Villages, Castles, and Nature

Landscapes can also act in this way. “The countryside,” said 
Miguel de Unamuno, “is a metaphor.”25 Cerros y nubes (Hills and 
Clouds, 1935), for instance, shows a vast plain with two hillocks 
in the distance beneath a sky that looks as though it were taken 
from an El Greco painting. It responds rather well to this (much 
earlier) description by Unamuno: “How beautiful the sadness 
that reposes on this petrified sea so full of sky! It is a uniform 
landscape, a monotone” that “releases us rather from the poor 
soil, enveloping us in the pure, naked, and uniform sky.”26 The 
metaphor is clear: the plain is the infinite that elevates us be-
yond ourselves. Others could be established in the same way: 
the rocks evoke eternity, the Holm oak resistance, the mountain 
peaks serenity and freedom…27 Such a procedure is valid both 
for landscapes and for architecture, which Unamuno considers 
part of the landscape. “A cathedral is also a forest, and there are 
landscapes in towns, genuine ones, especially in those old cities 
over whose monuments and dwellings the centuries have passed 
as over a forest.”28

Continuity between landscape and buildings is one of 
the preoccupations of architects, and Ortiz Echagüe’s photo-
graphs illustrate this well. In 1953, “Cerros y nubes” appeared 
in an article on the Spanish landscape in Revista Nacional de 
Arquitectura,29 which frequently used his pictures. Alejandro 
de la Sota had done so the previous year in an article based on 
commentaries on photographs. “Nature, mistress of forms … for 

25 Miguel de Unamuno, Andanzas y visiones españolas (Madrid: Renacimien-
to, 1922), 246.

26 Miguel de Unamuno, “La casta histórica, Castilla,” La España Moderna, 
no. 85, March 1895, reprinted in Ensayos [En torno al casticismo] (Madrid: 
Est. tip. de Fortanet, 1916), 80–81.

27 See Eduardo Martínez de Pisón, Imagen del paisaje. La generación del 98 
y Ortega y Gasset (Madrid: Fórcola, 2012), 83.

28 Unamuno, Andanzas y visiones españolas, 31.
29 Luis Ruidor, “El paisaje de España,” Revista Nacional de Arquitectura, 

no. 133 (January 1953): 30.
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whoever wishes to learn from them,” de la Sota remarks on two 
pictures by Ortiz Echagüe. One shows some rock formations 
in Riglos (Huesca), and the other a group of houses clustered 
around a medieval tower in Frías (Burgos). His objective was to 
illustrate what he called “mimetic architecture,” in which “man 
intervened in the landscape almost without doing it injury” and 
“the form was like the materials: the same or similar in their 
coarseness to those of the Nature that surrounded him.”30

A few months later, Rafael Aburto made use of some other 
photographs by Ortiz Echagüe to illustrate a similar idea. In an 
article on Cuenca, a picture of the city’s hanging houses exem-
plifies the fusion of architecture with the landscape. This is im-
mediately followed by a comparison with the rock formations 
of the Ciudad Encantada, or Enchanted City, in the province of 
Cuenca (also with pictures by Ortiz Echagüe), and with certain 
aspects of the architecture of Antoni Gaudí (as seen in photos 

30 Alejandro de la Sota, “La arquitectura y el paisaje,” Revista Nacional de 
Arquitectura, no. 128 (August 1952): 35–36.
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series finishes with two pictures of Tetouan taken in the 1910s. 
Although popular architecture predominates, the series is rath-
er more complex overall, looking at aristocratic and industrial 
construction as well.

The book’s thematic continuity with Tipos y trajes is fairly 
explicit. The pictures are often of the same places, and it is some-
times even possible to trace particular figures from one to another. 
The Viejo gaitero (Old Piper), of Tipos y trajes, for instance, reap-
pears in Hórreo asturiano (Asturian Granary) of Pueblos y paisajes, 
while the solitary figure who stands looking up from the walls 
of Ávila in the first book also appears in the second, in a slightly 
different place and now forming part of a group.

The first edition of the book contains 224 photographs, all 
by Ortiz Echagüe except for eighteen aerial views, which are 
attributed to Military Aviation. Perhaps because of the fraught 
process of publication, there are certain gaps in the first edition, 
which contains no pictures of either Extremadura or Catalonia. 
However, this was progressively remedied in subsequent edi-
tions. These continued down to the eighth edition in 1963, which 
had 371 photogravure plates and a few more in color.

Castles and Fortresses

The first edition of Pueblos y paisajes was presented as part of a tril-
ogy. This was completed in 1943 with the publication of España 
mística (Mystic Spain), a book devoted to religion in a broad sense. 
It includes portraits of monks, processions and pilgrimages, and 
cathedrals and monasteries. The result is a series that oscillates 
between the architectural documentation of Pueblos y paisajes and 
the ethnography of Tipos y trajes.

5

Upon completion of this project, Ortiz Echagüe continued 
to work on landscape and architecture. “Of the architectural 
marvels to be found in many villages,” he said in an interview in 
the 1940s, “not even 10 percent appears in either the guidebooks 

5
 José Ortiz Echagüe, España mística (San Sebastián: Editora Internacional 
Manuel Conde López, 1943).
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and they helped to professionalize Mexico’s intellectual life and 
broaden its cultural and artistic cosmopolitanism.

3

A Possible Prelude

The Spanish exile in Mexico is an episode of particular impor-
tance among the political exiles of the twentieth century and a 
chapter in the culture of contemporary Mexico, just as Mexico is 
in its turn for Spanish culture. The two countries have a history 
of intertwined influences based above all on the relationships 
woven throughout the first third of the twentieth century by 
Mexican and Spanish writers and artists. These relations paved 
the way for the reencounter that began, not without misgivings, 
in 1939.

This movement back and forth between Spain and Mexico, 
some of whose key moments I shall now relate, may be said to 
have started in 1907 with the arrival of Diego Rivera in Madrid. 
There he painted Ramón Gómez de la Serna, whose influence on 
the American avant-gardes was considerable. A friend of Rivera’s, 
David Alfaro Siqueiros, published Vida americana (1921) in Bar-
celona, a journal featuring the likes of Marius de Zayas, Joaquín 
Torres-García, and Joan Salvat-Pappasseit. Though its influence 
reached Latin America, the venture never got beyond a single 
issue. By that time, the Mexican writer and diplomat Alfonso 
Reyes was well established in his residency in Spain, which last-
ed from 1914 to 1924. A habitué of literary discussion groups, 
he was to play a key role in the asylum granted to Republican 

3
 Since the study produced under the direction of José Luis Abellán, El 
exilio español de 1939, 6 vols. (Madrid: Taurus, 1976), the bibliography on 
the subject has reached oceanic proportions, thanks largely to the large 
number of cultural dignitaries who suffered exile. Francisco Durán Al-
calá and Carmen Ruiz Barrientos, eds., El exilio español en México (Mexico 
City: Salvat-FCE, 1982). Dolores Pla Brugat, “El exilio republicano espa-
ñol en México,” in La España perdida. Los exiliados de la II República, ed. 
Francisco Durán Alcalá and Carmen Ruiz Barrientos (Córdoba: Dipu-
tación de Córdoba-Patronato Municipal Niceto Alcalá-Zamora, Universi-
dad de Córdoba, 2010), 213–33.
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possible. Some of the pictures in the series in fact date from 
before the war. For example, the photograph of the Alcázar of 
Segovia, included in both Pueblos y paisajes and Castillos y alcá-
zares, was exhibited at the Société Française de Photographie 
in 1935, when images of castles were interpreted quite differ-
ently. A very striking instance is that of Castillos de Castilla, the 
film made by Carlos Velo in 1935, of which several versions are 
known. Of the original, first shown in 1936, Antonio del Amo 
wrote that it was a “magical documentary film” that “makes 
us relive the life of the past” with no need for actors or sets: 
“it is the reconstruction of life with dead elements, with unin-
habited ruins, with the beautiful illusion of a few images.”21 
Out of this, two new versions were made. One was produced at 
the start of the Civil War by the filmmaker and militant com-
munist Arturo Ruiz Castillo (who “changed the text, giving it a 
new sense”),22 and was screened in the pavilion of the Spanish 
Republic at the 1937 International Exposition in Paris (where, 
incidentally, a selection of Ortiz Echagüe’s Tipos y trajes was 
also on display).23 The other was made by the German company 
Hispano Film Produktion under the title Castilianische Burgen, 
and was distributed as a Kulturfilm in Nazi Germany.24 In other 
words, castles, as Ortega y Gasset wrote, function as a screen 
on which to project ideas, and these can differ greatly from 
one another.

21 Antonio del Amo, “Galería de valores nuevos. Carlos Velo,” Cinegramas. 
Revista semanal, no. 92, June 14, 1936, 38.

22 Carlos Velo, interview, Nuestro cine, no. 63, July 1967. See Román Gubern, 
“Exhibiciones cinematográficas en el pabellón español,” in Pabellón es-
pañol. Exposición internacional de París 1937, ed. Josefina Alix, exh. cat. 
Centro de Arte Reina Sofía (Madrid: Ministerio de Cultura, 1987), 176.

23 See Javier Ortiz-Echagüe and Julio Montero, “Documentary Uses of Ar-
tistic Photography: Spain: Types and Costumes by José Ortiz Echagüe,” 
History of Photography 35, no. 4 (November 2011): 402–8.

24 See Manuel Nicolás Meseguer, La intervención velada. El apoyo cinema-
tográfico alemán al bando franquista, 1936–1939 (Murcia: Universidad de 
Murcia, 2004), 168–71.
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by Juan Eduardo Cirlot).31 While “the classical architects were 
inspired by the snail, the shell, and the urchin—in other words, 
a dermoskeleton that grows and develops in accordance with 
eternal, fixed, and immutable laws,” Aburto explains, Gaudí’s 
work shows us a “remote life governed by chance, as only wind 
and water can make.”32 It is a method that responds fairly well to 
Unamuno’s advice: “Contemplate Nature as history and history 
as Nature, landscape as language and language as landscape, 
outcrops as castles and castles as outcrops.”33

Non-Pedigreed Architecture

Ortiz Echagüe’s photographs of landscapes and buildings had 
a wide international distribution. The most interesting case in 
this respect is probably that of Spectacular Spain, the exhibition 

31 The photographs come from Juan Eduardo Cirlot, El arte de Gaudí (Barcelona: 
Omega, 1950).

32 Rafael Aburto, “Cuenca,” Revista Nacional de Arquitectura, no. 131 (November 
1952): 6.

33 Miguel de Unamuno, Paisajes del alma (Madrid: Revista de Occidente, 
1944), 168.
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organized by the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York in 
1960. The show comprised more than eighty carbon prints by 
Ortiz Echagüe, including an extensive selection from the Pueblos 
y paisajes and Castillos y alcázares series (sixteen and twenty-six 
photographs, respectively).34 Alongside these was a selection of 
images related to Spain by photographers (including James Craig 
Annan, W. Eugene Smith, Henri Cartier-Bresson, and Ernst 
Haas) and engravers (such as Francisco de Goya and Fernando 
Brambila). Although rather heterogeneous, indeed contradicto-
ry, the show helped to make Ortiz Echagüe’s work more widely 
known.

One of the visitors to the Met exhibition was the archi-
tect and designer Bernard Rudofsky, who took an immediate 
interest in Ortiz Echagüe’s work. Rudofsky was then organiz-
ing an project for the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New 
York entitled Architecture Without Architects, which eventually 
led to an exhibition and a book in 1964.35 The idea of an archi-
tecture without authors looks back to Heinrich Wölfflin’s no-
tion of a “art history without names.”36 In this case, however, 
it is not the styles assumed by individuals that are important 
but a type of art in which authorship is not essential. The sub-
title, A Short Introduction to Non-Pedigreed Architecture, indicates 
that what matters here is the anonymous or popular construc-
tion, “the largest untapped source of architectural inspiration 
for industrial man.”37 In this respect, there are more immedi-
ate precedents than Wölfflin, such as Josep Lluís Sert, whose 

34 The information on this exhibition comes from José Manuel Pozo, “De 
cómo el Metropolitan Museum nos ayudó a ver the invisible Spain,” in Las 
exposiciones de arquitectura y la arquitectura de exposiciones. La arquitectura 
española y las exposiciones internacionales, 1929–1975, Actas del Congreso 
Internacional, May 8–9, 2014, Escuela Técnica Superior de Arquitectura 
de la Universidad de Navarra (Pamplona: T6 Ediciones, 2014), 55–56.

35 Bernard Rudofsky, Architecture Without Architects: An Introduction to Non-
Pedigreed Architecture (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1964).

36 Heinrich Wölfflin, Preface (1915) to Principles of Art History: The Problem 
of the Development of Style in Early Modern Art, trans. Jonathan Blower 
(Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2015), 72.

37 Bernard Rudofsky, Preface to Architecture Without Architects, 6.
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writings vindicated an architecture “without style” and “with-
out architects.”38

Rather than a work that is “scientifically investigating” a 
context, Architecture Without Architects is “essentially pictorial.”39 
It is based fundamentally on photographs, which are used to 
establish comparisons without entering into an analysis of the 
context or history of the buildings. This followed the model of 
The Family of Man (1955), the celebrated exhibition at the MoMA 
in which photographs of different places by various artists were 
decontextualized and subordinated to the global message of 
the show.

Eight photographs by Ortiz Echagüe appear in Architecture 
Without Architects, which makes him the most frequently repre-
sented photographer after Rudofsky himself. His pictures are 
used to support arguments similar to those cited above. For ex-
ample, the photograph that shows the Ciudad Encantada near 
Cuenca (plate 20), inspires Rudofsky to write of “our tendency to 
look at stalactite caves with cathedrals in mind, or to see castles in 
eroded rocks.” This argument is very similar to the one that runs 
through Aburto’s article on Cuenca, and Aburto and Rudofsky 
in fact use the same photograph. Another instance is the castle 
at Sotalbo in Ávila (plate 52), whose architecture “blends into the 
natural setting, thereby achieving a synthesis of the vernacular 
and organic forms.” This again recalls the aforementioned article 
by de la Sota.

But it is not only a question of an organic relationship be-
tween architecture and nature. Military architecture, deprived 
of any ornamentation and based on elementary geometry, can 
be seen as a compendium of modernity. “The founding fathers 
of modern architecture,” Rudofsky says of the castles of Monte 

38 Josep Lluís Sert, “Arquitectura sense ‘estil’ i sense ‘arquitecte,’” D’aci i 
d’alla, no. 179 (December 1934). Similar arguments are found in “Arqui-
tectura popular mediterránea,” A.C., no. 18 (1935), which contains several 
of the photographs used by Josep Renau in the photomurals of the 1937 
pavilion designed by Sert.

39 Andrea Bocco Guarneri, Bernard Rudofsky: A Humane Designer (New York: 
Springer, 2003), 109.
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Alegre and Villarejo de Salvanes in the provinces of Valladolid 
and Madrid, respectively (plates 122 and 124), “took more than 
one cue from Spanish castles. Functional, austere, and remark-
ably free of confectionary château-style detail, the volumes of 
these fortifications are composed mainly of cubic and cylindri-
cal forms.” Rudofsky’s formalist reading reduces the castles to 
pure geometric forms: the “non-pedigreed” architecture has no 
social or political history, nor does it leave any room for Ortega 
y Gasset’s “ideas” or Unamuno’s “metaphors.”

The Last Years

In the early sixties, Ortiz Echagüe’s work became widely known. 
Besides the two New York exhibitions already mentioned, he had 
an anthological exhibition in Turin in 1961, and another at the 
Biblioteca Nacional in Madrid the following year. In another order 
of things, symbolically important, he received a tribute in 1960 
from Afal, the most innovative photography collective in Spain, 
which published the image Castillo andaluz (Andalusian Castle) 
in their eponymous magazine alongside a text insisting that his 
work is not “pictorial” but the fruit “of the photographer’s selective 
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writings vindicated an architecture “without style” and “with-
out architects.”

38

Rather than a work that is “scientifically investigating” a 
context, Architecture Without Architects is “essentially pictorial.”

39
 

It is based fundamentally on photographs, which are used to 
establish comparisons without entering into an analysis of the 
context or history of the buildings. This followed the model of 
The Family of Man (1955), the celebrated exhibition at the MoMA 
in which photographs of different places by various artists were 
decontextualized and subordinated to the global message of 
the show.

Eight photographs by Ortiz Echagüe appear in Architecture 
Without Architects, which makes him the most frequently repre-
sented photographer after Rudofsky himself. His pictures are 
used to support arguments similar to those cited above. For ex-
ample, the photograph that shows the Ciudad Encantada near 
Cuenca (plate 20), inspires Rudofsky to write of “our tendency to 
look at stalactite caves with cathedrals in mind, or to see castles in 
eroded rocks.” This argument is very similar to the one that runs 
through Aburto’s article on Cuenca, and Aburto and Rudofsky 
in fact use the same photograph. Another instance is the castle 
at Sotalbo in Ávila (plate 52), whose architecture “blends into the 
natural setting, thereby achieving a synthesis of the vernacular 
and organic forms.” This again recalls the aforementioned article 
by de la Sota.

But it is not only a question of an organic relationship be-
tween architecture and nature. Military architecture, deprived 
of any ornamentation and based on elementary geometry, can 
be seen as a compendium of modernity. “The founding fathers 
of modern architecture,” Rudofsky says of the castles of Monte 

38
 Josep Lluís Sert, “Arquitectura sense ‘estil’ i sense ‘arquitecte,’” D’aci i 
d’alla, no. 179 (December 1934). Similar arguments are found in “Arqui-
tectura popular mediterránea,” A.C., no. 18 (1935), which contains several 
of the photographs used by Josep Renau in the photomurals of the 1937 
pavilion designed by Sert.

39
 Andrea Bocco Guarneri, Bernard Rudofsky: A Humane Designer (New York: 
Springer, 2003), 109.
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Alegre and Villarejo de Salvanes in the provinces of Valladolid 
and Madrid, respectively (plates 122 and 124), “took more than 
one cue from Spanish castles. Functional, austere, and remark-
ably free of confectionary château-style detail, the volumes of 
these fortifications are composed mainly of cubic and cylindri-
cal forms.” Rudofsky’s formalist reading reduces the castles to 
pure geometric forms: the “non-pedigreed” architecture has no 
social or political history, nor does it leave any room for Ortega 
y Gasset’s “ideas” or Unamuno’s “metaphors.”

The Last Years

In the early sixties, Ortiz Echagüe’s work became widely known. 
Besides the two New York exhibitions already mentioned, he had 
an anthological exhibition in Turin in 1961, and another at the 
Biblioteca Nacional in Madrid the following year. In another order 
of things, symbolically important, he received a tribute in 1960 
from Afal, the most innovative photography collective in Spain, 
which published the image Castillo andaluz (Andalusian Castle) 
in their eponymous magazine alongside a text insisting that his 
work is not “pictorial” but the fruit “of the photographer’s selective 
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organized by the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York in 
1960. The show comprised more than eighty carbon prints by 
Ortiz Echagüe, including an extensive selection from the Pueblos 
y paisajes and Castillos y alcázares series (sixteen and twenty-six 
photographs, respectively).

34
 Alongside these was a selection of 

images related to Spain by photographers (including James Craig 
Annan, W. Eugene Smith, Henri Cartier-Bresson, and Ernst 
Haas) and engravers (such as Francisco de Goya and Fernando 
Brambila). Although rather heterogeneous, indeed contradicto-
ry, the show helped to make Ortiz Echagüe’s work more widely 
known.

One of the visitors to the Met exhibition was the archi-
tect and designer Bernard Rudofsky, who took an immediate 
interest in Ortiz Echagüe’s work. Rudofsky was then organiz-
ing an project for the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New 
York entitled Architecture Without Architects, which eventually 
led to an exhibition and a book in 1964.

35
 The idea of an archi-

tecture without authors looks back to Heinrich Wölfflin’s no-
tion of a “art history without names.”

36
 In this case, however, 

it is not the styles assumed by individuals that are important 
but a type of art in which authorship is not essential. The sub-
title, A Short Introduction to Non-Pedigreed Architecture, indicates 
that what matters here is the anonymous or popular construc-
tion, “the largest untapped source of architectural inspiration 
for industrial man.”

37
 In this respect, there are more immedi-

ate precedents than Wölfflin, such as Josep Lluís Sert, whose 

34
 The information on this exhibition comes from José Manuel Pozo, “De 
cómo el Metropolitan Museum nos ayudó a ver the invisible Spain,” in Las 
exposiciones de arquitectura y la arquitectura de exposiciones. La arquitectura 
española y las exposiciones internacionales, 1929–1975, Actas del Congreso 
Internacional, May 8–9, 2014, Escuela Técnica Superior de Arquitectura 
de la Universidad de Navarra (Pamplona: T6 Ediciones, 2014), 55–56.

35
 Bernard Rudofsky, Architecture Without Architects: An Introduction to Non-
Pedigreed Architecture (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1964).

36
 Heinrich Wölfflin, Preface (1915) to Principles of Art History: The Problem 
of the Development of Style in Early Modern Art, trans. Jonathan Blower 
(Los Angeles: Getty Research Institute, 2015), 72.

37
 Bernard Rudofsky, Preface to Architecture Without Architects, 6.
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gaze.”40 It was around the same time that he accomplished the 
last of his aeronautical feats. Although he had been retired from 
the Air Force for years, he managed to break the sound barrier 
in 1959 aboard an American F-100, and this was duly reported in 
the press.41

He devoted his last active years as a photographer to com-
pleting the project with which his career had started. In 1965, 
he went once more to Morocco to round off the material he had 
gathered there between 1909 and 1915, his intention being to 
publish a fifth book devoted to Africa, though this was never fin-
ished. Very evident in these last images is the imprint left on him 
by his work on architecture and landscape. Portraiture assumes 
a minor role, and landscapes and architectural views become 
the fundamental subjects, with often faceless figures wandering 
through somewhat surreal settings.42 Much more abstract than 
the earlier work, this return to the subjects of his youth was now 
filtered through the ample experience of Pueblos y paisajes and 
Castillos y alcázares.

40 Italo Zannier, “José Ortiz Echagüe,” Afal, no. 24 (May–June 1960). On 
Ortiz Echagüe’s relationship with Afal, see Laura Terré, Historia del grupo 
fotográfico Afal, 1956–1963 (Seville: Photovision, 2006), 88–89.

41 “A los 72 años cruza la barrera del sonido,” Destino, no. 1143, July 4, 1959, 39.
42 See Javier Ortiz-Echagüe, Norte de África. Ortiz Echagüe (Madrid: La 

Fábrica, 2012), 40–43.
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possible. Some of the pictures in the series in fact date from 
before the war. For example, the photograph of the Alcázar of 
Segovia, included in both Pueblos y paisajes and Castillos y alcá-
zares, was exhibited at the Société Française de Photographie 
in 1935, when images of castles were interpreted quite differ-
ently. A very striking instance is that of Castillos de Castilla, the 
film made by Carlos Velo in 1935, of which several versions are 
known. Of the original, first shown in 1936, Antonio del Amo 
wrote that it was a “magical documentary film” that “makes 
us relive the life of the past” with no need for actors or sets: 
“it is the reconstruction of life with dead elements, with unin-
habited ruins, with the beautiful illusion of a few images.”

21
 

Out of this, two new versions were made. One was produced at 
the start of the Civil War by the filmmaker and militant com-
munist Arturo Ruiz Castillo (who “changed the text, giving it a 
new sense”),

22
 and was screened in the pavilion of the Spanish 

Republic at the 1937 International Exposition in Paris (where, 
incidentally, a selection of Ortiz Echagüe’s Tipos y trajes was 
also on display).

23
 The other was made by the German company 

Hispano Film Produktion under the title Castilianische Burgen, 
and was distributed as a Kulturfilm in Nazi Germany.

24
 In other 

words, castles, as Ortega y Gasset wrote, function as a screen 
on which to project ideas, and these can differ greatly from 
one another.

21
 Antonio del Amo, “Galería de valores nuevos. Carlos Velo,” Cinegramas. 
Revista semanal, no. 92, June 14, 1936, 38.

22
 Carlos Velo, interview, Nuestro cine, no. 63, July 1967. See Román Gubern, 
“Exhibiciones cinematográficas en el pabellón español,” in Pabellón es-
pañol. Exposición internacional de París 1937, ed. Josefina Alix, exh. cat. 
Centro de Arte Reina Sofía (Madrid: Ministerio de Cultura, 1987), 176.

23
 See Javier Ortiz-Echagüe and Julio Montero, “Documentary Uses of Ar-
tistic Photography: Spain: Types and Costumes by José Ortiz Echagüe,” 
History of Photography 35, no. 4 (November 2011): 402–8.

24
 See Manuel Nicolás Meseguer, La intervención velada. El apoyo cinema-
tográfico alemán al bando franquista, 1936–1939 (Murcia: Universidad de 
Murcia, 2004), 168–71.
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by Juan Eduardo Cirlot).
31

 While “the classical architects were 
inspired by the snail, the shell, and the urchin—in other words, 
a dermoskeleton that grows and develops in accordance with 
eternal, fixed, and immutable laws,” Aburto explains, Gaudí’s 
work shows us a “remote life governed by chance, as only wind 
and water can make.”

32
 It is a method that responds fairly well to 

Unamuno’s advice: “Contemplate Nature as history and history 
as Nature, landscape as language and language as landscape, 
outcrops as castles and castles as outcrops.”

33

Non-Pedigreed Architecture

Ortiz Echagüe’s photographs of landscapes and buildings had 
a wide international distribution. The most interesting case in 
this respect is probably that of Spectacular Spain, the exhibition 

31
 The photographs come from Juan Eduardo Cirlot, El arte de Gaudí (Barcelona: 
Omega, 1950).

32
 Rafael Aburto, “Cuenca,” Revista Nacional de Arquitectura, no. 131 (November 
1952): 6.

33
 Miguel de Unamuno, Paisajes del alma (Madrid: Revista de Occidente, 
1944), 168.
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or the archives. I was recently in Vélez Blanco (Almería), where 
there is a magnificent castle. Now I would like to do a book devoted 
solely to Spanish castles, and in that way tour the half of Spain 
I’m missing.”6 This is the project that was to occupy him over 
the next few years, and which finally bore fruit in 1956 under the 
title España, castillos y alcázares (Spain: Castles and Fortresses).7

Pueblos y paisajes already contained a good many castles. 
These are sometimes views of places that also appear in Castillos 
y alcázares, and on occasion even the same plates are used (this 
occurs with the castles of Sigüenza, Segovia, La Mota, and Peña-
fiel). The new book can therefore be regarded as a continuation 
of Pueblos y paisajes.

In Ortiz Echagüe’s own words, the objective of the new 
project was “to restore the value of our castles,” the ultimate 
aim being to “prevent their last stones from collapsing and pro-
viding company for those that have already been falling for ten 
centuries.”8 However, what was special about these ruins was 
that they were not recent but the result of a centuries-long pro-
cess. “The history of the Spanish castles is the history of the Re-
conquest,” Ortiz Echagüe explained; and once the Reconquest 
had been completed in 1492, “the Catholic Monarchs respond-
ed to new rebellions among the nobility by reiterating their orders 
to demolish towers and castles and forbidding the building of 
new ones. ‘We order and command that the fortified castles and 
strongholds and other fortresses that were or may henceforth 
be built on our soil and on monastic lands shall thereupon be 
toppled and demolished.’”9

Castillos y alcázares follows the style of Ortiz Echagüe’s later 
publications. From the first edition, it has 312 black-and-white 

6 José Ortiz Echagüe, interview with Alberto Olave, quoted in Asunción 
Domeño, La fotografía de José Ortiz Echagüe. Técnica, estética y temática 
(Pamplona: Gobierno de Navarra, 2000), 72.

7 José Ortiz Echagüe, España, castillos y alcázares (Madrid: Publicaciones 
Ortiz Echagüe, 1956).

8 José Ortiz Echagüe, “Los castillos de España.” See Domeño, La fotografía 
de Ortiz Echagüe, 277. 

9 Ortiz Echagüe, España, castillos y alcázares, 3, 5.
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Distant, Dispersed,  
and Disoriented: Notes on the 

Mexican Exile, 1939–1949

Salvador Albiñana

“What do Spanish mirrors have that the others don’t? I don’t 
know about the secrets of mercury. But they exist. I see my-
self older, a thing which should surprise nobody, but not just 
by thirty years. It comes to more than that: time multiplied by 
absence.” Max Aub wrote thus of his exile in La gallina ciega, a 
bitter chronicle of his first journey back to Spain in 1969. It was 
a trip of barely two months, the pretext being to take notes for 
the book on Buñuel that had been commissioned from him by 
the Aguilar publishing house. “I returned and I’m leaving,” he 
wrote in one of the last entries. “At no moment did I feel I formed 
part of this new country that has usurped the place of the one 
that was here before.”1 It is an eloquent testimony of uprooted-
ness, longing, and loss, of what Edward Said called the “unheal-
able rift” imposed between a human being and the place of his 
or her birth.2

The Republican exile came in diverse colors and had a vari-
ety of destinies. As in the time of Cervantes, America became the 
refuge for Spain’s desperate, and in particular Mexico, which 
attracted the highest number of refugees. Around twenty thou-
sand arrived between 1939 and 1950. A significant number of 
these were linked in some way to the arts, letters, and sciences, 

1 Max Aub, La gallina ciega. Diario español, ed. with introduction and notes 
by Manuel Aznar Soler (Barcelona: Alba, 1995).

2 Edward W. Said, “The Mind of Winter: Reflections on Life in Exile,” 
Harper’s Magazine, September 1984, 49–55; in reference to Said, see also 
Ana Bundgaard, “Expresiones del desarraigo en el exilio,” Aurora, no. 
14 (2013): 8–16.
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Villages, Castles, and Nature

Landscapes can also act in this way. “The countryside,” said 
Miguel de Unamuno, “is a metaphor.”

25
 Cerros y nubes (Hills and 

Clouds, 1935), for instance, shows a vast plain with two hillocks 
in the distance beneath a sky that looks as though it were taken 
from an El Greco painting. It responds rather well to this (much 
earlier) description by Unamuno: “How beautiful the sadness 
that reposes on this petrified sea so full of sky! It is a uniform 
landscape, a monotone” that “releases us rather from the poor 
soil, enveloping us in the pure, naked, and uniform sky.”

26
 The 

metaphor is clear: the plain is the infinite that elevates us be-
yond ourselves. Others could be established in the same way: 
the rocks evoke eternity, the Holm oak resistance, the mountain 
peaks serenity and freedom…

27
 Such a procedure is valid both 

for landscapes and for architecture, which Unamuno considers 
part of the landscape. “A cathedral is also a forest, and there are 
landscapes in towns, genuine ones, especially in those old cities 
over whose monuments and dwellings the centuries have passed 
as over a forest.”

28

Continuity between landscape and buildings is one of 
the preoccupations of architects, and Ortiz Echagüe’s photo-
graphs illustrate this well. In 1953, “Cerros y nubes” appeared 
in an article on the Spanish landscape in Revista Nacional de 
Arquitectura,

29
 which frequently used his pictures. Alejandro 

de la Sota had done so the previous year in an article based on 
commentaries on photographs. “Nature, mistress of forms … for 

25
 Miguel de Unamuno, Andanzas y visiones españolas (Madrid: Renacimien-
to, 1922), 246.

26
 Miguel de Unamuno, “La casta histórica, Castilla,” La España Moderna, 
no. 85, March 1895, reprinted in Ensayos [En torno al casticismo] (Madrid: 
Est. tip. de Fortanet, 1916), 80–81.

27
 See Eduardo Martínez de Pisón, Imagen del paisaje. La generación del 98 
y Ortega y Gasset (Madrid: Fórcola, 2012), 83.

28
 Unamuno, Andanzas y visiones españolas, 31.

29
 Luis Ruidor, “El paisaje de España,” Revista Nacional de Arquitectura, 
no. 133 (January 1953): 30.
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whoever wishes to learn from them,” de la Sota remarks on two 
pictures by Ortiz Echagüe. One shows some rock formations 
in Riglos (Huesca), and the other a group of houses clustered 
around a medieval tower in Frías (Burgos). His objective was to 
illustrate what he called “mimetic architecture,” in which “man 
intervened in the landscape almost without doing it injury” and 
“the form was like the materials: the same or similar in their 
coarseness to those of the Nature that surrounded him.”

30

A few months later, Rafael Aburto made use of some other 
photographs by Ortiz Echagüe to illustrate a similar idea. In an 
article on Cuenca, a picture of the city’s hanging houses exem-
plifies the fusion of architecture with the landscape. This is im-
mediately followed by a comparison with the rock formations 
of the Ciudad Encantada, or Enchanted City, in the province of 
Cuenca (also with pictures by Ortiz Echagüe), and with certain 
aspects of the architecture of Antoni Gaudí (as seen in photos 

30
 Alejandro de la Sota, “La arquitectura y el paisaje,” Revista Nacional de 
Arquitectura, no. 128 (August 1952): 35–36.
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series finishes with two pictures of Tetouan taken in the 1910s. 
Although popular architecture predominates, the series is rath-
er more complex overall, looking at aristocratic and industrial 
construction as well.

The book’s thematic continuity with Tipos y trajes is fairly 
explicit. The pictures are often of the same places, and it is some-
times even possible to trace particular figures from one to another. 
The Viejo gaitero (Old Piper), of Tipos y trajes, for instance, reap-
pears in Hórreo asturiano (Asturian Granary) of Pueblos y paisajes, 
while the solitary figure who stands looking up from the walls 
of Ávila in the first book also appears in the second, in a slightly 
different place and now forming part of a group.

The first edition of the book contains 224 photographs, all 
by Ortiz Echagüe except for eighteen aerial views, which are 
attributed to Military Aviation. Perhaps because of the fraught 
process of publication, there are certain gaps in the first edition, 
which contains no pictures of either Extremadura or Catalonia. 
However, this was progressively remedied in subsequent edi-
tions. These continued down to the eighth edition in 1963, which 
had 371 photogravure plates and a few more in color.

Castles and Fortresses

The first edition of Pueblos y paisajes was presented as part of a tril-
ogy. This was completed in 1943 with the publication of España 
mística (Mystic Spain), a book devoted to religion in a broad sense. 
It includes portraits of monks, processions and pilgrimages, and 
cathedrals and monasteries. The result is a series that oscillates 
between the architectural documentation of Pueblos y paisajes and 
the ethnography of Tipos y trajes.5

Upon completion of this project, Ortiz Echagüe continued 
to work on landscape and architecture. “Of the architectural 
marvels to be found in many villages,” he said in an interview in 
the 1940s, “not even 10 percent appears in either the guidebooks 

5 José Ortiz Echagüe, España mística (San Sebastián: Editora Internacional 
Manuel Conde López, 1943).
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and they helped to professionalize Mexico’s intellectual life and 
broaden its cultural and artistic cosmopolitanism.3

A Possible Prelude

The Spanish exile in Mexico is an episode of particular impor-
tance among the political exiles of the twentieth century and a 
chapter in the culture of contemporary Mexico, just as Mexico is 
in its turn for Spanish culture. The two countries have a history 
of intertwined influences based above all on the relationships 
woven throughout the first third of the twentieth century by 
Mexican and Spanish writers and artists. These relations paved 
the way for the reencounter that began, not without misgivings, 
in 1939.

This movement back and forth between Spain and Mexico, 
some of whose key moments I shall now relate, may be said to 
have started in 1907 with the arrival of Diego Rivera in Madrid. 
There he painted Ramón Gómez de la Serna, whose influence on 
the American avant-gardes was considerable. A friend of Rivera’s, 
David Alfaro Siqueiros, published Vida americana (1921) in Bar-
celona, a journal featuring the likes of Marius de Zayas, Joaquín 
Torres-García, and Joan Salvat-Pappasseit. Though its influence 
reached Latin America, the venture never got beyond a single 
issue. By that time, the Mexican writer and diplomat Alfonso 
Reyes was well established in his residency in Spain, which last-
ed from 1914 to 1924. A habitué of literary discussion groups, 
he was to play a key role in the asylum granted to Republican 

3 Since the study produced under the direction of José Luis Abellán, El 
exilio español de 1939, 6 vols. (Madrid: Taurus, 1976), the bibliography on 
the subject has reached oceanic proportions, thanks largely to the large 
number of cultural dignitaries who suffered exile. Francisco Durán Al-
calá and Carmen Ruiz Barrientos, eds., El exilio español en México (Mexico 
City: Salvat-FCE, 1982). Dolores Pla Brugat, “El exilio republicano espa-
ñol en México,” in La España perdida. Los exiliados de la II República, ed. 
Francisco Durán Alcalá and Carmen Ruiz Barrientos (Córdoba: Dipu-
tación de Córdoba-Patronato Municipal Niceto Alcalá-Zamora, Universi-
dad de Córdoba, 2010), 213–33.
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intellectuals. Another prominent presence was that of the writer 
Martín Luis Guzmán, secretary for a time to Manuel Azaña. 
It was in Madrid that he published his two great novels on the 
Mexican revolution, El águila y la serpiente (Aguilar, 1928; pub-
lished in English as The Eagle and the Serpent) and La sombra 
del caudillo (Espasa-Calpe, 1929), and he later supported pub-
lishing initiatives among the exiled Spaniards. The exhibition 
Joven pintura mexicana (Young Mexican Painting) was held in 
Madrid in 1926, so enthusing Gabriel García Maroto that he 
delivered a lecture—later published—entitled “La revolución 
artística mexicana. Una lección” (The Mexican Artistic Revolu-
tion: A Lesson), in which Jaime Brihuega already discerns the 
shift to the left that was to lead to his rift with the most for-
malist avant-garde. A year later, García Maroto illustrated and 
edited Los de abajo (Biblos, Madrid, 1927) by Mariano Azuela, 
the founding novel of the revolutionary aesthetic, and he went 
to Mexico, where he resided from 1928 to 1934 with intervals in 
New York and Cuba. In 1928 he published Galería de poetas mexi-
canos modernos (La Gaceta Literaria, Madrid) and Veinte dibujos 
mexicanos (Biblioteca Acción, Madrid). He designed the cover for 
Contemporáneos, the renovatory forum of the most cosmopolitan 
Mexican avant-garde, writing on the work of Diego Rivera for 
its first issue (June 1928). The artist was not at all pleased with 
the article, vilifying its author as a “bourgeois Spanish invader 
[gachupín] who illustrates newspapers and stickers.” Owing to 
this attack, García Maroto decided when he was exiled in 1939 
to keep himself always at a suitable distance from the irate mu-
ralist. In 1928, the Cenit publishing house brought out its first 
title, Ramón J. Sender’s El problema religioso en Méjico. Católicos 
y cristianos, with a prologue signed by Ramón del Valle-Inclán 
but actually written by the editor Rafael Giménez Sales, a key 
figure in the Mexican publishing industry. In the early thirties, 
the Mexican diplomat Daniel Cosío Villegas presented a pro-
posal to Aguilar and Espasa-Calpe for an affordable collection 
of books on thought. Although the project aroused no interest, 
it led Cosío to found Fondo de Cultura Económica, a publisher 
for which many exiled Spaniards worked. That year, Justino 
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The members and residents of the Casa de España were 
engaged in intense activity that gave rise to some of the books it 
published. Such was the case of the first, Enrique Díez-Cañedo’s 
El teatro y sus enemigos, which came off the press in April 1939, 
and of María Zambrano’s Pensamiento y poesía en la vida españo-
la, whose cover, with its drawn vignette and lettering, was by 
Ramón Gaya, an artist who frequently collaborated on publica-
tions by exiled Spaniards. In some cases, the texts had already 
been written in Spain and found an opportunity for publication 
in Mexico. For example, Adolfo Salazar’s book Música y sociedad 
en el siglo XX. Ensayo de crítica y de estética desde el punto de vista 
de su función social was ready for the press in July 1936, but its 
publication had been prevented by the war. The author therefore 
states, in an attempt to forestall the frequent editorial pillaging 
that went on in the early stages of Francoism, that this is the only 
authorized edition. Another manuscript that traveled was that of 
the first work published in Mexico by Moreno Villa, Locos, enanos, 
negros y niños palaciegos. Gente de placer que tuvieron los Austrias en 
la Corte Española desde 1563 a 1700, for which the author was just 
taking his last notes as the shrapnel from the besieging guns burst 
through the windows of the archives of the Palacio Nacional, of 
which he was the director.

The end of the war meant the end of the Casa de España in 
Mexico, which transformed itself in October 1940 into El Colegio 
de México (“The College of Mexico”), an institution directed by 
Alfonso Reyes that quickly acquired considerable prestige. “The 
circumstances have changed greatly over the past year,” Gaos 
wrote to Reyes in November 1939, “Acceptance of the current 
invitation means for me a resolution to settle in this country 
for a literally indefinite time.” Gaos decided to stay. Luis Villoro, 
one of his pupils, wrote of his work as a teacher that it marked 

and Moreno Villa married his widow, Consuelo Nieto. The birth of his 
son José in 1941 encouraged him to write the story of his life and illus-
trate Lo que sabía mi loro, published by Manuel Altolaguirre with Isla in 
1945. Xavier Villaurrutia, “Tierra y cielos de Moreno Villa,” Revista de 
Revistas, no. 1489, December 4, 1938. James Valender and Gabriel Rojo, 
eds., Homenaje a Max Aub (Mexico City: El Colegio de México, 2005).
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to move to Mexico.” With great diligence, the Mexican diplomats 
set about drawing up lists of those who would embark, a task 
largely accomplished by Gilberto Bosques and Fernando and 
Susa na Gamboa.

16
 Around twenty thousand Spaniards arrived in 

the course of a decade, a figure close to that planned by the Mexi-
can authorities. Their professional profile, however, did not fully 
live up to expectations. Although most were laborers, nearly 30 
percent of them were linked in some way to the letters, arts, and 
sciences.

17
 The first ship to arrive, in April 1939, was the Flandre. 

Among those who disembarked from it were the ophthalmolo-
gist Manuel Márquez, a student of Santiago Ramón y Cajal; the 
writer Antoniorrobles, who marked a milestone for the publish-
ing of children’s books in Mexico; and the young Carlos Velo, 
who ended up abandoning biology for filmmaking. In the middle 
of May, the Veendam arrived in New York with a select passen-
ger list, organized by Juan de la Cabada, which included Ma nue-
la Balles ter, José Bergamín, Josep Carner, Roberto Fernández 
Bal buena, Rodolfo Halfter, José Herrera Petere, Emilio Prados, 
Miguel Prieto, Josep Renau (whose camera recorded the voyage),  
Antonio Rodríguez Luna, and Eduardo Ugarte. During the cross-
ing, Paulino Masip wrote Cartas a un refugiado español, a moral 
guide and handbook that was immediately published by the Junta 
de Cultura Española, with whom he had traveled to Mexico.

18

16
 Gérard Malgat, “Tantos candidatos, tan pocos barcos: Gilberto Bosques 
y la cuestión de los criterios de migración a México,” Laberintos. Revista 
de estudios sobre los exilios culturales españoles, no. 17 (2015): 221–35. This 
forms part of the dossier “Homenaje a México y al exilio republicano 
español de 1939 en México.”

17
 Research has so far privileged the intellectual exile, particularly writers 
and artists, but studies on other disciplines have also started to appear. 
For example, Francisco Giral, Ciencia española en el exilio (1939–1989). 
El exilio de los científicos españoles (Barcelona: Anthropos, 1994); Juan 
Ignacio del Cueto Ruiz-Funes, Arquitectos españoles exiliados en México 
(Mexico City: Bonilla Artigas Editores-UNAM, 2014).

18
 In one of the letters, Masip wrote, “Spain is no longer in just one place, it’s 
in two. There and here, and the second adverb has a very dilated mean-
ing. Here means any point on the planet where there’s a Republican.” On 
Masip and idealizing rhetoric, see Francisco Caudet, El exilio republicano 
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Fernández and Edmundo O’Gorman’s boutique imprint Al-
cancía brought out Oscuro dominio, the only book of verses by 
Juan Larrea, in which there is already a glimpse of the prophetic 
America he would return to as a refugee.4

The Civil War led to closer contacts between the two gov-
ernments. Diplomats like Genaro Estrada, largely to thank for 
the arrival of José Moreno Villa in Mexico, went to the League 
of Nations to denounce the European democracies’ policy of 
nonintervention in the war. In 1937, Alfonso Reyes published 
Las vísperas de España in Buenos Aires. The prologue evokes 
“the shared labor around the leaden tables of Madrid’s printing 
presses.”5

The Congress of the Alliance of Anti-Fascist Intellectuals, 
held in Spain that same year, drew a number of Mexican art-
ists and writers with links to the Liga de Escritores y Artistas 
Revolucionarios (League of Revolutionary Writers and Artists, 
or LEAR). Some, like José Mancisidor and the poets Octavio Paz 
and Carlos Pellicer, were invited. Others who decided to go along 
included Elena Garro, Juan de la Cabada, Silvestre Revueltas, 
María Luisa Vera, José Chávez Morado, and Fernando and 
Susana Gamboa, who were responsible in 1939 for coordinat-
ing the transfer of the exiled Spaniards to Mexico. All of them 
were to be seen in Valencia, one of the congress sites. Garro, 
then recently married to Paz, recalled the city and her friends 
there in her Memorias de España 1937. The LEAR presented a 
varied cultural program with exhibitions like Cien años de arte 

4 Juan Manuel Bonet, “Papeles vanguardistas: algunas pistas,” in México 
ilustrado. Libros, revistas y carteles, 1920–1950, ed. Salvador Albiñana 
(Mexico City: RM Editores, 2010), 29–37. Javier Garciadiego, Alfonso 
Reyes (Mexico City: Planeta-De Agostini, 2004). There is a facsimile 
edition of Siqueiros’s journal: Vida americana. Revista Norte Centro y 
Sud-Americana (Valencia: IVAM-L’Eixam, 2000). Gonzalo Santonja, 
Los signos de la noche. De la guerra al exilio. Historia peregrina del libro 
republicano entre España y México (Madrid: Castalia, 2003). Jaime Bri-
huega, “Maroto y la vanguardia en el arte español contemporáneo,” 
in Gabriel García Maroto y la renovación del arte español contemporáneo 
(Toledo: Junta de Comunidades de Castilla-La Mancha, 1999), 21–29.

5 Alfonso Reyes, Las vísperas de España (Buenos Aires: Sur, 1937), 9.
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common language, and its dedication to providing a personal 
narrative of the war, the past, and the reality of America, the 
literary and intellectual splendor from which it had sprung was 
prolonged until the sixties.27

The books and magazines of those in exile ranged from an 
almost exclusive obsession with Spain to an interest in Mexico 
and Spanish America, although the poetry—the primary genre of 
the exiles—was less circumstantial and achieved greater univer-
sality of themes and forms.28 The literature that looked out onto 
this unknown country was fairly copious. We might mention 
Moreno Villa’s Cornucopia de México (1940), Josep Carner’s Misterio 
de Quanaxhuata (1943), and Juan Rejano’s La esfinge mestiza (1945), 
this last a penetrating and closely observed account of street life 
illustrated by Prieto. Eduardo de Ontañón published his Manual 
de México (1946) with Xóchitl, a publishing house he founded with 
his wife Mada Carreño, while Luis Cernuda’s Variaciones sobre 
tema mexicano (1952) was comprised of short prose pieces written 
from a position of wonder with respect to the unknown country 
he traveled to for the first time in 1949, and from a touching close-
ness to the land, the peoples, and the language, which he had 
heard again after years of exile in Anglo-Saxon climes.

The exile was decisive for the modernization of the growing 
publishing industry, science, children’s literature, popular edu-
cational writing (with countless articles by the so-called galley 
slaves of the pen such as Ángel Gaos), and architecture (with Félix 
Candela’s concrete shells). Cultural journalism came very much 
to the fore. In 1948, Juan Rejano became editor in chief of the 
Revista Mexicana de Cultura, founded a year earlier by Fernando 
Benítez. México en la Cultura, the supplement of Novedades, ap-
peared in 1949 and quickly made an impact throughout Latin 
America. Its directors were Fernando Benítez and Miguel Prieto, 
who was also responsible for a magnificent layout that recalled 

27 José-Carlos Mainer, Historia mínima de la literatura española (Madrid: El 
Colegio de México-Turner, 2014). 

28 James Valender, “La literatura del exilio español en México,” in La España 
perdida, ed. Durán Alcalá and Ruiz Barrientos, 35–56.
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and Princeton. It was while he was on the Princeton campus that 
he received a letter from the diplomat Genaro Estrada urging him 
to go to Mexico. He had left Valencia, he wrote in Vida en claro 
(1944), with “the presentiment that my separation from Spain 
was going to be definitive, without knowing why.” So it was. He 
died in Mexico in 1955. As soon as he arrived in 1937, he present-
ed a selection of drawings that must have included some grafumos 
(drawings on smoked paper). In 1938, the university art gallery 
organized an exhibition of his paintings that earned praise from 
Xavier Villaurrutia, of the Contemporáneos: “Poet and painter 
go hand in hand as never before in modern art,” said the critic, 
who saw the impact of the skies of Mexico in the recent pictures 
by this “silent, smiling and distracted Spaniard.” Moreno Villa, 
a happy combination of a poet, painter, writer, and art historian, 
was a shining example of the high value of the intellectual exile, 
as too was Max Aub, an author with considerable breadth of reg-
ister and timbre who was always attentive to literature and its 
forms, and himself also a figure who turned to many trades.

12

12
 José Moreno Villa, Vida en claro. Autobiografía (Mexico City: El Colegio 
de México, 1944), 234. He arrived in May 1937. Estrada died prematurely, 
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Rivera, who saw Posada as the precursor of muralism and de-
manded the expulsion of Gaya from Mexico.25

The flow of refugees continued all throughout the 1940s. 
Salvador Bartolozzi, who was appointed director of the children’s 
theater of the Palacio de Bellas Artes, arrived in 1941, as did Blas 
Cabrera, the first to spread the word on Einsteinian relativity in 
Spain. Among those who arrived in 1942 was the extremist José 
Rivas Panedas, a badly broken man after the tortures he had suf-
fered, as well as Arturo Souto, Remedios Varo, and the aforemen-
tioned Max Aub. Juan Renau traveled from Colombia in 1945, and 
soon published Técnica aerográfica: la brocha del aire (Centauro, 
1946). One year later, Luis Buñuel arrived from Los Angeles. A 
chance encounter with Denise Tual, a Parisian friend who had 
been involved in Un chien andalou, was at the origin of Buñuel’s 
arrival. Tual put him in touch with Oscar Dancigers, a French 
producer who had recently established himself in Mexico. Buñuel 
told Jean-Claude Carrière that he decided to live in Mexico dur-
ing his first trip there, when he surprised two blind men about 
to masturbate each other in the street. It was an image in the 
tradition of José Gutiérrez Solana, and the writer of screenplays 
couldn’t quite believe his eyes. Buñuel directed most of his films 
in Mexico and he became a point of contact for the many award-
winning film professionals in exile.26

Letters and Drawings

José-Carlos Mainter writes in his Historia mínima de la literatura 
española that due to the admirable tenacity of the diaspora, its 

25 Guillermo Sheridan, “Hora de Taller. Taller de España,” in Poesía y exi-
lio. Los poetas del exilio español en México, ed. Rose Corral, Arturo Souto 
Alabarce, and James Valender (Mexico City: El Colegio de México, 1995), 
287–99. Nilo Palenzuela, El Hijo Pródigo y los exiliados españoles (Madrid: 
Verbum, 2001). Ramón Gaya de Viva Voz. Entrevistas (1977–1998), selected 
and introduced by Nigel Dennis (Valencia: Pre-Textos, 2007), 69–70, 157.

26 Jean-Claude Carrière, “Luis Buñuel,” in Dictionnaire amoureux du Mex-
ique (Paris: Plon, 2009), 249–56. Tomás Pérez Turrent and José de la Co-
lina, Buñuel por Buñuel (Madrid: Plot, 1993).
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revolucionario (One Hundred Years of Revolutionary Art) and 
concerts that included the performance of a “Tribute to García 
Lorca for Ten Instruments” by Silvestre Revueltas. Juan de la 
Cabada contributed to the journal Hora de España, with whose edi-
tors the young Paz began a relationship that was to be renewed in 
exile. In the journal Juan Gil-Albert wrote a review of Paz’s book 
Bajo tu clara sombra y otros poemas sobre España, which Manuel 
Altolaguirre had published with Ediciones Españolas. That trip 
of 1937, always revised and updated, reverberates throughout the 
literary and moral biography of Octavio Paz.6

Siqueiros was also in Valencia, whose university hosted his 
lecture “El arte como herramienta de lucha” (Art as a Tool for 
Struggle). “The dissertation is a spectacle in itself,” Juan Renau 
recalled in fascination in Pasos y sombras. “Besides a lecturer, 
Siqueiros reveals himself to be an outstanding actor. He speaks 
passionately, with his whole body, and few can match his knowl-
edge of the art of painting. His speech sends his listeners into 
ecstasy, and as his words catch fire, he is transfigured.” It is a 
lively description of the histrionic painter who wandered, like so 
many others, through Spain’s war as a political tourist. The audi-
ence, as recorded by the sculptor Rafael Pérez Contel, must have 
been a glittering one. It included painters and writers like Antonio 
Rodríguez Luna, Arturo Souto, Gil-Albert, Ramón Gaya, Antonio 
Deltoro, Miguel Prieto, Altolaguirre, Max Aub, Josep Renau, 
and Aurelio Arteta, as well as such scientists as José Puche, all 
of whom were shortly to be encountered on the streets of Mexico 
City. Siqueiros concluded with an energetic: “There is no painting 
other than the mural!” According to Garro, this assertion then led 
him to propose painting every house front in Valencia so as to turn 
the city into an enormous fresco. The magazine Nueva Cultura 
hailed the visit of Siqueiros and the LEAR with a special issue 
whose editorial carried the headline: “Under the Sign of Mexico.” 

6 “Una exposición interesante. ‘Cien años de arte revolucionario mexi-
cano,’” Crónica, no. 412, October 3, 1937. Octavio Paz en España, 1937, 
anthology and prologue by Danubio Torres Fierro (Mexico City: FCE, 
2007).
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However, the ships that carried “a complete Spain in minia-
ture” began with the Sinaia, the Ipanema, and the Mexique, which 
arrived some time later.

19
 On May 24, 1939, the steamer Sinaia 

departed from Sète with 1,599 refugees. Among the passengers 
were Juan Rejano, Enrique Climent, the Mayo brothers, Ignacio 
Bolívar, and Polish photographer David “Chim” Seymour, who 
documented those days for Life magazine. Also on board were 
Gaya, Gil-Albert, and Lorenzo Varela, part of the editorial team 
of Hora de España. Bolívar, the president of the Junta para Am plia-
ción de Estudios (Council for Advanced Studies), was eighty-nine 
years old. He helped to found the journal Ciencia, an important 
nexus of the Spanish American scientific community.

20
 Arriving 

de 1939 (Madrid: Cátedra, 2005), 277–83. Renau published some pictures 
in his article “Exili,” L’Espill, no. 15 (1982).

19
 José Antonio Matesanz, “La dinámica del exilio,” in El exilio español en 
México, 163.

20
 Antonio Sánchez Barbudo, “El grupo de ‘Hora de España en 1939,” in 
Ensayos y recuerdos (Barcelona: Laia, 1980), 89–105. Hermanos Mayo. Una 
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had his say, adopting the harshest of tones: the dregs of Spanish 
society, the wandering Gachupinería, had started to disembark on 
Mexico with their “failed Marxist professors” and “fourth- and 
fifth-rate intellectuals.”24 But the resentment was limited to the 
initial stages and the gap subsequently narrowed, although there 
remained a smoldering anti-Spanish sentiment, which Octavio 
Paz never ceased to criticize, inherited from the Mexican lib-
eral and revolutionary tradition. Villaurrutia collaborated with 
Bergamín on the poetry anthology Laurel, and part of the literary 
exile contributed to Taller (1938–41), Letras de México, and El Hijo 
Pródigo (1943–46), whose design was the work of Miguel Prieto. 
Gaya wrote in the first issue about the engraver José Guadalupe 
Posada, whom he regarded as a naively expressive illustrator 
with one eye on sensational news stories. The article displeased 

24 Luis Cardoza y Aragón, El río. Novelas de caballerías (Mexico City: FCE, 
1986), 407–8. Guillermo Sheridan, “Refugachos: escenas del exilio es-
pañol en México,” in Señales debidas (Mexico City: FCE, 2011), 96–114. 
The text by Dr. Atl is in Francisco Caudet, El exilio republicano de 1939 
(Madrid: Cátedra, 2005), 156–58.
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On returning home, the LEAR publicized the work of Renau, who 
collaborated shortly after his arrival in Mexico with the muralist 
on the Retrato de la burguesía (Portrait of the Bourgeoisie), paint-
ed for the Mexican Electricians’ Union between 1939 and 1940. 
The assassination of Trotsky forced Siqueiros, Luis Arenal, and 
Ramón Pujol to vanish from the scene, and the mural, on which 
Rodríguez Luna worked for a time, was eventually completed 
by Manuela Ballester and Renau.7

From the “House of Spain”  
to the “College of Mexico”

In 1937, Juan Simeón Vidarte, one of Juan Negrín’s closest aides, 
went to Mexico with the mission of sounding out President 
Cárdenas’s attitude toward a possible defeat of the Republic. His 
reception could not have been better. Mexico announced it was 
willing to take in as many Spaniards as wished to benefit from 
its hospitality.8

This consultation intertwined with another that had al-
ready been proposed in September 1936 by Daniel Cosío Villegas, 
who suggested granting temporary asylum in Mexico to a group 
of intellectuals so that their activity would not be hindered by the 
war. The proposal was well received in Cárdenas’s circles, and 
culminated in July 1938 with the creation of La Casa de España 
en México—the “House of Spain in Mexico.” This was an elite 
academic institution under the direction of Alfonso Reyes whose 

7 Rafael Pérez Contel, Artistas en Valencia, 1936–1939, 2 vols. (Valencia: 
Generalitat Valenciana, 1986), vol. 1: 69; vol. 2: 475–77. Juan Renau, 
Pasos y sombras. Autopsia (Mexico City: Aquelarre, 1953), 389. Elena Garro, 
Memorias de España 1937 (Mexico City: Siglo XXI, 1992). Nueva Cultura, 
no. 1 (March 1937) and nos. 6–8 (August–October 1937). On the visit 
by the LEAR and the congresses, see Manuel Aznar Soler, República 
literaria y revolución, 1920–1939 (Seville: Renacimiento, 2010). In 1938, 
the Taller de Gráfica Popular (TGP) brought out La España de Franco, a 
portfolio of fifteen lithographs. Carlos Renau, Josep Renau. Carteles de 
cine mexicano (Mexico City: Conaculta, 2014).

8 José Antonio Matesanz, Las raíces del exilio. México ante la guerra civil 
española, 1936–1939 (Mexico City: El Colegio de México-UNAM, 1999).
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on the Ipanema was Avel·lí Artis-Gener (Tísner), writer, cartoonist, 
stage designer, and also a promoter of Catalan culture abroad.21

“It is a myth that the Spanish Republican refugees were well 
received in Mexico,” wrote José Antonio Matesanz. They were 
welcomed by Cárdenas’s supporters and the left-wing unions but 
not by most of society. Nor were they warmly greeted by the well-
to-do Spanish colony, who had emigrated for economic rather 
than political reasons and were open sympathizers of Franco. 
The conservative press insistently presented the new arrivals as 
not merely Gachupines, the contemptuous term for Spaniards in 
Mexico, but Communists to boot, “which was the last straw.”22 
In a chronicle by Salvador Novo, three kinds of Spaniard are 
distinguished: the politicians taken in by the government, the 
workers and peasants, and “the intellectuals invited by a cultural 
institution that, if it had had the tact to call itself not the House of 
Spain but, for example, the Center of Higher Education, would not 
have become the lightning rod for an inferiority complex made 
manifestly evident in the most lamentable way.”23 Luis Cardoza y 
Aragón, one of the voices raised in favor of the refugees, noted 
a nationalist and exclusivist sentiment in Xavier Villaurrutia, 
who “felt with the arrival of the Spanish Republicans that the 
conquistadors had returned, and aggressive quatrains written 
by him and Salvador Novo started to circulate, meeting an ef-
fective response from José Bergamín.” Not only did varieties of 
this hostility appear among the intellectuals, but their milieu, 
in the opinion of Guillermo Sheridan, was precisely where the 
disharmony was incubated. The painter and writer Dr. Atl also 

visión del exilio en imágenes (Madrid: CVC, 2011). Life, vol. 7, no. 3, July 
17, 1939, 64–69.

21 As Pla Brugat pointed out, the number of refugees from Catalonia was 
very large. Vicenç Riera Llorca, Els exiliats catalans a Mèxic (Barcelona: 
Curial, 1994). 

22 José Antonio Matesanz, “La dinámica del exilio,” in El exilio español en 
México, 171. Ricardo Pérez Monfort, Hispanismo y Falange. Los sueños 
imperiales de la derecha española y México (Mexico City: FCE, 1992).

23 Salvador Novo, La vida en México en el periodo presidencial de Lázaro 
Cárdenas (Mexico City: Empresas Editoriales, 1964), 356.
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purpose was to teach new or underrepresented disciplines and 
novel forms of intellectual labor.9

It provided accommodation for a small number of teach-
ers and artists. Some were already in Mexico, such as the legal 
philosopher Luis Recaséns, José Moreno Villa, and León Felipe, 
who had left Spain after the hostile reception of La insignia, a 
courageous denunciation of looting in the rearguard published 
in 1937.10

Most arrived toward the end of 1938: the paleographer and 
Latinist Agustín Millares Carlo; the art critic Juan de la Encina, 
director of Madrid’s Museo de Arte Moderno from 1931 to 1936; 
the young composer Jesús Bel y Gay, who had been finishing 
his lectureship in Cambridge; the critic Enrique Díez-Canedo, 
the only one previously known in Mexico, where he had taught 
in 1932; the philosopher José Gaos, professor at the Universidad 
de Madrid and general commissioner of the Spanish Pavilion at 
the 1937 International Exposition in Paris; and the neurologist 
Gonzalo R. Lafora, one of whose patients was Jorge Cuesta, the 
most outstanding essayist of the Contemporáneos group. The 
musicologist Adolfo Salazar arrived in Mexico in 1939, where he 
became, as his friend Bel y Gay recalled, a “writing machine.”11

Moreno Villa left Madrid in November 1936. After a few 
months in Valencia, he went on a cultural tour to the United 
States, with lectures and exhibitions in Washington, New York, 

9 Daniel Cosío Villegas, Memorias (Mexico City: Joaquín Mortiz, 1976). 
Clara E. Lida, José Antonio Matesanz, and Josefina Z. Vázquez, La Casa 
de España y El Colegio de México: Memoria 1938–2000 (Mexico City: El 
Colegio de México, 2000).

10 The poem was printed in Mexico in January 1938 under the Ediciones 
Insignia publishing label. “The wind of Valencia has brought us La insig-
nia by León Felipe,” the presentation reads. “The wind of the Anáhuac, 
booming with enthusiasm, now wishes to multiply it.”

11 “He wrote books in a desperate struggle against time. It was necessary—
essential—to write and write. To the point of anguish. That’s how so 
many books came out in those days in Mexico. Perhaps one book a 
month. Exhausting and burdensome. That is how Adolfo Salazar lived 
and suffered.” Jesús Bal y Gay and Rosita García Ascot, Nuestros trabajos 
y nuestros días (Madrid: Fundación Banco Exterior, 1990), 133.
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had his say, adopting the harshest of tones: the dregs of Spanish 
society, the wandering Gachupinería, had started to disembark on 
Mexico with their “failed Marxist professors” and “fourth- and 
fifth-rate intellectuals.”

24
 But the resentment was limited to the 

initial stages and the gap subsequently narrowed, although there 
remained a smoldering anti-Spanish sentiment, which Octavio 
Paz never ceased to criticize, inherited from the Mexican lib-
eral and revolutionary tradition. Villaurrutia collaborated with 
Bergamín on the poetry anthology Laurel, and part of the literary 
exile contributed to Taller (1938–41), Letras de México, and El Hijo 
Pródigo (1943–46), whose design was the work of Miguel Prieto. 
Gaya wrote in the first issue about the engraver José Guadalupe 
Posada, whom he regarded as a naively expressive illustrator 
with one eye on sensational news stories. The article displeased 

24
 Luis Cardoza y Aragón, El río. Novelas de caballerías (Mexico City: FCE, 
1986), 407–8. Guillermo Sheridan, “Refugachos: escenas del exilio es-
pañol en México,” in Señales debidas (Mexico City: FCE, 2011), 96–114. 
The text by Dr. Atl is in Francisco Caudet, El exilio republicano de 1939 
(Madrid: Cátedra, 2005), 156–58.
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On returning home, the LEAR publicized the work of Renau, who 
collaborated shortly after his arrival in Mexico with the muralist 
on the Retrato de la burguesía (Portrait of the Bourgeoisie), paint-
ed for the Mexican Electricians’ Union between 1939 and 1940. 
The assassination of Trotsky forced Siqueiros, Luis Arenal, and 
Ramón Pujol to vanish from the scene, and the mural, on which 
Rodríguez Luna worked for a time, was eventually completed 
by Manuela Ballester and Renau.

7

From the “House of Spain”  
to the “College of Mexico”

In 1937, Juan Simeón Vidarte, one of Juan Negrín’s closest aides, 
went to Mexico with the mission of sounding out President 
Cárdenas’s attitude toward a possible defeat of the Republic. His 
reception could not have been better. Mexico announced it was 
willing to take in as many Spaniards as wished to benefit from 
its hospitality.

8

This consultation intertwined with another that had al-
ready been proposed in September 1936 by Daniel Cosío Villegas, 
who suggested granting temporary asylum in Mexico to a group 
of intellectuals so that their activity would not be hindered by the 
war. The proposal was well received in Cárdenas’s circles, and 
culminated in July 1938 with the creation of La Casa de España 
en México—the “House of Spain in Mexico.” This was an elite 
academic institution under the direction of Alfonso Reyes whose 

7
 Rafael Pérez Contel, Artistas en Valencia, 1936–1939, 2 vols. (Valencia: 
Generalitat Valenciana, 1986), vol. 1: 69; vol. 2: 475–77. Juan Renau, 
Pasos y sombras. Autopsia (Mexico City: Aquelarre, 1953), 389. Elena Garro, 
Memorias de España 1937 (Mexico City: Siglo XXI, 1992). Nueva Cultura, 
no. 1 (March 1937) and nos. 6–8 (August–October 1937). On the visit 
by the LEAR and the congresses, see Manuel Aznar Soler, República 
literaria y revolución, 1920–1939 (Seville: Renacimiento, 2010). In 1938, 
the Taller de Gráfica Popular (TGP) brought out La España de Franco, a 
portfolio of fifteen lithographs. Carlos Renau, Josep Renau. Carteles de 
cine mexicano (Mexico City: Conaculta, 2014).

8
 José Antonio Matesanz, Las raíces del exilio. México ante la guerra civil 
española, 1936–1939 (Mexico City: El Colegio de México-UNAM, 1999).
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and Princeton. It was while he was on the Princeton campus that 
he received a letter from the diplomat Genaro Estrada urging him 
to go to Mexico. He had left Valencia, he wrote in Vida en claro 
(1944), with “the presentiment that my separation from Spain 
was going to be definitive, without knowing why.” So it was. He 
died in Mexico in 1955. As soon as he arrived in 1937, he present-
ed a selection of drawings that must have included some grafumos 
(drawings on smoked paper). In 1938, the university art gallery 
organized an exhibition of his paintings that earned praise from 
Xavier Villaurrutia, of the Contemporáneos: “Poet and painter 
go hand in hand as never before in modern art,” said the critic, 
who saw the impact of the skies of Mexico in the recent pictures 
by this “silent, smiling and distracted Spaniard.” Moreno Villa, 
a happy combination of a poet, painter, writer, and art historian, 
was a shining example of the high value of the intellectual exile, 
as too was Max Aub, an author with considerable breadth of reg-
ister and timbre who was always attentive to literature and its 
forms, and himself also a figure who turned to many trades.12

12 José Moreno Villa, Vida en claro. Autobiografía (Mexico City: El Colegio 
de México, 1944), 234. He arrived in May 1937. Estrada died prematurely, 
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Rivera, who saw Posada as the precursor of muralism and de-
manded the expulsion of Gaya from Mexico.

25

The flow of refugees continued all throughout the 1940s. 
Salvador Bartolozzi, who was appointed director of the children’s 
theater of the Palacio de Bellas Artes, arrived in 1941, as did Blas 
Cabrera, the first to spread the word on Einsteinian relativity in 
Spain. Among those who arrived in 1942 was the extremist José 
Rivas Panedas, a badly broken man after the tortures he had suf-
fered, as well as Arturo Souto, Remedios Varo, and the aforemen-
tioned Max Aub. Juan Renau traveled from Colombia in 1945, and 
soon published Técnica aerográfica: la brocha del aire (Centauro, 
1946). One year later, Luis Buñuel arrived from Los Angeles. A 
chance encounter with Denise Tual, a Parisian friend who had 
been involved in Un chien andalou, was at the origin of Buñuel’s 
arrival. Tual put him in touch with Oscar Dancigers, a French 
producer who had recently established himself in Mexico. Buñuel 
told Jean-Claude Carrière that he decided to live in Mexico dur-
ing his first trip there, when he surprised two blind men about 
to masturbate each other in the street. It was an image in the 
tradition of José Gutiérrez Solana, and the writer of screenplays 
couldn’t quite believe his eyes. Buñuel directed most of his films 
in Mexico and he became a point of contact for the many award-
winning film professionals in exile.

26

Letters and Drawings

José-Carlos Mainter writes in his Historia mínima de la literatura 
española that due to the admirable tenacity of the diaspora, its 

25
 Guillermo Sheridan, “Hora de Taller. Taller de España,” in Poesía y exi-
lio. Los poetas del exilio español en México, ed. Rose Corral, Arturo Souto 
Alabarce, and James Valender (Mexico City: El Colegio de México, 1995), 
287–99. Nilo Palenzuela, El Hijo Pródigo y los exiliados españoles (Madrid: 
Verbum, 2001). Ramón Gaya de Viva Voz. Entrevistas (1977–1998), selected 
and introduced by Nigel Dennis (Valencia: Pre-Textos, 2007), 69–70, 157.

26
 Jean-Claude Carrière, “Luis Buñuel,” in Dictionnaire amoureux du Mex-
ique (Paris: Plon, 2009), 249–56. Tomás Pérez Turrent and José de la Co-
lina, Buñuel por Buñuel (Madrid: Plot, 1993).
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revolucionario (One Hundred Years of Revolutionary Art) and 
concerts that included the performance of a “Tribute to García 
Lorca for Ten Instruments” by Silvestre Revueltas. Juan de la 
Cabada contributed to the journal Hora de España, with whose edi-
tors the young Paz began a relationship that was to be renewed in 
exile. In the journal Juan Gil-Albert wrote a review of Paz’s book 
Bajo tu clara sombra y otros poemas sobre España, which Manuel 
Altolaguirre had published with Ediciones Españolas. That trip 
of 1937, always revised and updated, reverberates throughout the 
literary and moral biography of Octavio Paz.

6

Siqueiros was also in Valencia, whose university hosted his 
lecture “El arte como herramienta de lucha” (Art as a Tool for 
Struggle). “The dissertation is a spectacle in itself,” Juan Renau 
recalled in fascination in Pasos y sombras. “Besides a lecturer, 
Siqueiros reveals himself to be an outstanding actor. He speaks 
passionately, with his whole body, and few can match his knowl-
edge of the art of painting. His speech sends his listeners into 
ecstasy, and as his words catch fire, he is transfigured.” It is a 
lively description of the histrionic painter who wandered, like so 
many others, through Spain’s war as a political tourist. The audi-
ence, as recorded by the sculptor Rafael Pérez Contel, must have 
been a glittering one. It included painters and writers like Antonio 
Rodríguez Luna, Arturo Souto, Gil-Albert, Ramón Gaya, Antonio 
Deltoro, Miguel Prieto, Altolaguirre, Max Aub, Josep Renau, 
and Aurelio Arteta, as well as such scientists as José Puche, all 
of whom were shortly to be encountered on the streets of Mexico 
City. Siqueiros concluded with an energetic: “There is no painting 
other than the mural!” According to Garro, this assertion then led 
him to propose painting every house front in Valencia so as to turn 
the city into an enormous fresco. The magazine Nueva Cultura 
hailed the visit of Siqueiros and the LEAR with a special issue 
whose editorial carried the headline: “Under the Sign of Mexico.” 

6 
“Una exposición interesante. ‘Cien años de arte revolucionario mexi-
cano,’” Crónica, no. 412, October 3, 1937. Octavio Paz en España, 1937, 
anthology and prologue by Danubio Torres Fierro (Mexico City: FCE, 
2007).
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However, the ships that carried “a complete Spain in minia-
ture” began with the Sinaia, the Ipanema, and the Mexique, which 
arrived some time later.19 On May 24, 1939, the steamer Sinaia 
departed from Sète with 1,599 refugees. Among the passengers 
were Juan Rejano, Enrique Climent, the Mayo brothers, Ignacio 
Bolívar, and Polish photographer David “Chim” Seymour, who 
documented those days for Life magazine. Also on board were 
Gaya, Gil-Albert, and Lorenzo Varela, part of the editorial team 
of Hora de España. Bolívar, the president of the Junta para Am plia-
ción de Estudios (Council for Advanced Studies), was eighty-nine 
years old. He helped to found the journal Ciencia, an important 
nexus of the Spanish American scientific community.20 Arriving 

de 1939 (Madrid: Cátedra, 2005), 277–83. Renau published some pictures 
in his article “Exili,” L’Espill, no. 15 (1982).

19 José Antonio Matesanz, “La dinámica del exilio,” in El exilio español en 
México, 163.

20 Antonio Sánchez Barbudo, “El grupo de ‘Hora de España en 1939,” in 
Ensayos y recuerdos (Barcelona: Laia, 1980), 89–105. Hermanos Mayo. Una 
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The members and residents of the Casa de España were 
engaged in intense activity that gave rise to some of the books it 
published. Such was the case of the first, Enrique Díez-Cañedo’s 
El teatro y sus enemigos, which came off the press in April 1939, 
and of María Zambrano’s Pensamiento y poesía en la vida españo-
la, whose cover, with its drawn vignette and lettering, was by 
Ramón Gaya, an artist who frequently collaborated on publica-
tions by exiled Spaniards. In some cases, the texts had already 
been written in Spain and found an opportunity for publication 
in Mexico. For example, Adolfo Salazar’s book Música y sociedad 
en el siglo XX. Ensayo de crítica y de estética desde el punto de vista 
de su función social was ready for the press in July 1936, but its 
publication had been prevented by the war. The author therefore 
states, in an attempt to forestall the frequent editorial pillaging 
that went on in the early stages of Francoism, that this is the only 
authorized edition. Another manuscript that traveled was that of 
the first work published in Mexico by Moreno Villa, Locos, enanos, 
negros y niños palaciegos. Gente de placer que tuvieron los Austrias en 
la Corte Española desde 1563 a 1700, for which the author was just 
taking his last notes as the shrapnel from the besieging guns burst 
through the windows of the archives of the Palacio Nacional, of 
which he was the director.

The end of the war meant the end of the Casa de España in 
Mexico, which transformed itself in October 1940 into El Colegio 
de México (“The College of Mexico”), an institution directed by 
Alfonso Reyes that quickly acquired considerable prestige. “The 
circumstances have changed greatly over the past year,” Gaos 
wrote to Reyes in November 1939, “Acceptance of the current 
invitation means for me a resolution to settle in this country 
for a literally indefinite time.” Gaos decided to stay. Luis Villoro, 
one of his pupils, wrote of his work as a teacher that it marked 

and Moreno Villa married his widow, Consuelo Nieto. The birth of his 
son José in 1941 encouraged him to write the story of his life and illus-
trate Lo que sabía mi loro, published by Manuel Altolaguirre with Isla in 
1945. Xavier Villaurrutia, “Tierra y cielos de Moreno Villa,” Revista de 
Revistas, no. 1489, December 4, 1938. James Valender and Gabriel Rojo, 
eds., Homenaje a Max Aub (Mexico City: El Colegio de México, 2005).

Distant, Dispersed, and Disoriented

258

to move to Mexico.” With great diligence, the Mexican diplomats 
set about drawing up lists of those who would embark, a task 
largely accomplished by Gilberto Bosques and Fernando and 
Susa na Gamboa.16 Around twenty thousand Spaniards arrived in 
the course of a decade, a figure close to that planned by the Mexi-
can authorities. Their professional profile, however, did not fully 
live up to expectations. Although most were laborers, nearly 30 
percent of them were linked in some way to the letters, arts, and 
sciences.17 The first ship to arrive, in April 1939, was the Flandre. 
Among those who disembarked from it were the ophthalmolo-
gist Manuel Márquez, a student of Santiago Ramón y Cajal; the 
writer Antoniorrobles, who marked a milestone for the publish-
ing of children’s books in Mexico; and the young Carlos Velo, 
who ended up abandoning biology for filmmaking. In the middle 
of May, the Veendam arrived in New York with a select passen-
ger list, organized by Juan de la Cabada, which included Ma nue-
la Balles ter, José Bergamín, Josep Carner, Roberto Fernández 
Bal buena, Rodolfo Halfter, José Herrera Petere, Emilio Prados, 
Miguel Prieto, Josep Renau (whose camera recorded the voyage),  
Antonio Rodríguez Luna, and Eduardo Ugarte. During the cross-
ing, Paulino Masip wrote Cartas a un refugiado español, a moral 
guide and handbook that was immediately published by the Junta 
de Cultura Española, with whom he had traveled to Mexico.18

16 Gérard Malgat, “Tantos candidatos, tan pocos barcos: Gilberto Bosques 
y la cuestión de los criterios de migración a México,” Laberintos. Revista 
de estudios sobre los exilios culturales españoles, no. 17 (2015): 221–35. This 
forms part of the dossier “Homenaje a México y al exilio republicano 
español de 1939 en México.”

17 Research has so far privileged the intellectual exile, particularly writers 
and artists, but studies on other disciplines have also started to appear. 
For example, Francisco Giral, Ciencia española en el exilio (1939–1989). 
El exilio de los científicos españoles (Barcelona: Anthropos, 1994); Juan 
Ignacio del Cueto Ruiz-Funes, Arquitectos españoles exiliados en México 
(Mexico City: Bonilla Artigas Editores-UNAM, 2014).

18 In one of the letters, Masip wrote, “Spain is no longer in just one place, it’s 
in two. There and here, and the second adverb has a very dilated mean-
ing. Here means any point on the planet where there’s a Republican.” On 
Masip and idealizing rhetoric, see Francisco Caudet, El exilio republicano 
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Fernández and Edmundo O’Gorman’s boutique imprint Al-
cancía brought out Oscuro dominio, the only book of verses by 
Juan Larrea, in which there is already a glimpse of the prophetic 
America he would return to as a refugee.

4

The Civil War led to closer contacts between the two gov-
ernments. Diplomats like Genaro Estrada, largely to thank for 
the arrival of José Moreno Villa in Mexico, went to the League 
of Nations to denounce the European democracies’ policy of 
nonintervention in the war. In 1937, Alfonso Reyes published 
Las vísperas de España in Buenos Aires. The prologue evokes 
“the shared labor around the leaden tables of Madrid’s printing 
presses.”

5

The Congress of the Alliance of Anti-Fascist Intellectuals, 
held in Spain that same year, drew a number of Mexican art-
ists and writers with links to the Liga de Escritores y Artistas 
Revolucionarios (League of Revolutionary Writers and Artists, 
or LEAR). Some, like José Mancisidor and the poets Octavio Paz 
and Carlos Pellicer, were invited. Others who decided to go along 
included Elena Garro, Juan de la Cabada, Silvestre Revueltas, 
María Luisa Vera, José Chávez Morado, and Fernando and 
Susana Gamboa, who were responsible in 1939 for coordinat-
ing the transfer of the exiled Spaniards to Mexico. All of them 
were to be seen in Valencia, one of the congress sites. Garro, 
then recently married to Paz, recalled the city and her friends 
there in her Memorias de España 1937. The LEAR presented a 
varied cultural program with exhibitions like Cien años de arte 

4
 Juan Manuel Bonet, “Papeles vanguardistas: algunas pistas,” in México 
ilustrado. Libros, revistas y carteles, 1920–1950, ed. Salvador Albiñana 
(Mexico City: RM Editores, 2010), 29–37. Javier Garciadiego, Alfonso 
Reyes (Mexico City: Planeta-De Agostini, 2004). There is a facsimile 
edition of Siqueiros’s journal: Vida americana. Revista Norte Centro y 
Sud-Americana (Valencia: IVAM-L’Eixam, 2000). Gonzalo Santonja, 
Los signos de la noche. De la guerra al exilio. Historia peregrina del libro 
republicano entre España y México (Madrid: Castalia, 2003). Jaime Bri-
huega, “Maroto y la vanguardia en el arte español contemporáneo,” 
in Gabriel García Maroto y la renovación del arte español contemporáneo 
(Toledo: Junta de Comunidades de Castilla-La Mancha, 1999), 21–29.

5
 Alfonso Reyes, Las vísperas de España (Buenos Aires: Sur, 1937), 9.
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common language, and its dedication to providing a personal 
narrative of the war, the past, and the reality of America, the 
literary and intellectual splendor from which it had sprung was 
prolonged until the sixties.

27

The books and magazines of those in exile ranged from an 
almost exclusive obsession with Spain to an interest in Mexico 
and Spanish America, although the poetry—the primary genre of 
the exiles—was less circumstantial and achieved greater univer-
sality of themes and forms.

28
 The literature that looked out onto 

this unknown country was fairly copious. We might mention 
Moreno Villa’s Cornucopia de México (1940), Josep Carner’s Misterio 
de Quanaxhuata (1943), and Juan Rejano’s La esfinge mestiza (1945), 
this last a penetrating and closely observed account of street life 
illustrated by Prieto. Eduardo de Ontañón published his Manual 
de México (1946) with Xóchitl, a publishing house he founded with 
his wife Mada Carreño, while Luis Cernuda’s Variaciones sobre 
tema mexicano (1952) was comprised of short prose pieces written 
from a position of wonder with respect to the unknown country 
he traveled to for the first time in 1949, and from a touching close-
ness to the land, the peoples, and the language, which he had 
heard again after years of exile in Anglo-Saxon climes.

The exile was decisive for the modernization of the growing 
publishing industry, science, children’s literature, popular edu-
cational writing (with countless articles by the so-called galley 
slaves of the pen such as Ángel Gaos), and architecture (with Félix 
Candela’s concrete shells). Cultural journalism came very much 
to the fore. In 1948, Juan Rejano became editor in chief of the 
Revista Mexicana de Cultura, founded a year earlier by Fernando 
Benítez. México en la Cultura, the supplement of Novedades, ap-
peared in 1949 and quickly made an impact throughout Latin 
America. Its directors were Fernando Benítez and Miguel Prieto, 
who was also responsible for a magnificent layout that recalled 

27
 José-Carlos Mainer, Historia mínima de la literatura española (Madrid: El 
Colegio de México-Turner, 2014). 

28
 James Valender, “La literatura del exilio español en México,” in La España 
perdida, ed. Durán Alcalá and Ruiz Barrientos, 35–56.
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the beginning of the professionalization of philosophy and the 
study of Latin American and Mexican thought. His was the first 
Spanish version of Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time, which 
was begun in Madrid in about 1933 and published by Fondo de 
Cultura Económica in 1951.13

The Colegio was also joined by more Spaniards who began 
arriving in 1939. These included the painter and architect Mariano 
Rodríguez Orgaz—a great friend of both Gil-Albert and Gaya—who 
worked on the reconstruction of Teotihuacán before dying shortly 
afterward.14 Another was the sociologist José Medina Echavarría, 
who created the Centro de Estudios Sociales (Center of Social 
Studies) in 1943, and who also founded the magazine Jornadas. 
Two more were the historian Ramón Iglesia and the philosopher 
Joaquín Xirau, the latter counting among Antonio Machado’s com-
panions on his final exodus from Spain, and whose book Amor y 
mundo, the first to be printed by the Colegio, appeared in 1940. 
Just over seventy titles form the catalogue of the Colegio’s pub-
lications up to 1950, not counting the journal edited by Medina 
(fifty-five issues in just four years) and editions of classic works 
of philosophy. It is an exemplary total. The books brought out by 
the Colegio included Óptica instrumental (1940), by the astrophysi-
cist Pedro Carrasco, and La escultura colonial mexicana (1941), in 
which Moreno Villa proposed the controversial term of tequitqui 
(“tributary” in Ennahuatl) to designate traces of syncretism in the 
art of New Spain. Xirau’s book was followed by Eduardo Nicol’s 
Psicología de las situaciones vitales, which appeared in 1941, and 
was revised by Francisco Giner de los Ríos. The engagement of 

13 Itinerarios filosóficos. Correspondencia José Gaos / Alfonso Reyes, 1939–1959 
y textos de José Gaos sobre Alfonso Reyes, 1942–1968, ed. and annotated by 
Alberto Enríquez Perea, introduction by Andrés Lira (Mexico City: El 
Colegio de México, 1999), 62.

14 On Gil-Albert and Rodríguez Orgaz, see Juan Pérez de Ayala, “Una mi-
rada al Nuevo Mundo (El exilio español en Latinoamérica),” in Campo 
cerrado. Arte y poder en la posguerra española, 1939–1953, ed. María Dolores 
Jiménez-Blanco, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía 
(Madrid: MNCARS, 2013), 228–42 (English: “A View of the New World 
[Spanish Exile in Latin America],” 384–85). Ramón Gaya remembered 
him in the journal Las Españas, no. 12 (1949).
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the young poet on such editorial work reminds us of the variety 
of literary tasks undertaken by the refugees. The name of Emilio 
Prados also crops up frequently in colophons, where he is credited 
with an analogous function.

Some Ships

In November 1940, Max Aub traveled in the hold of the French 
cargo ship Sidi Aicha, his hands bound. The vessel was heading 
for the labor camp of Djelfa in Algeria, where he was to be held for 
some months. It was during this crossing that he had the idea 
for San Juan. Tragedia, written in 1942 and published in Mexico a 
year later. It told the story of a group of German Jews who in 1938 
had managed to charter a ship, the San Juan, with which they 
hoped to reach some Mediterranean port that would grant them 
asylum. Their attempt, however, ended in failure. Without the 
hospitality of Mexico, he recognized gratefully in his dedication, 
he would not have been able to write his drama.15 At the end of 
1942, he managed to set sail from Casablanca in the Serpa Pinto, 
one of the names in that evocative register of ships that linked 
the coasts of France, or some port in North Africa, with New York 
and, above all, the docks of Veracruz.

During Lázaro Cárdenas’s presidency (1934–40), Mexico 
was struggling to realize the aspirations of the Revolution, and 
its governors were interested in taking on a qualified work force. 
With this end in view, all Spaniards who wanted to go to Mexi-
co were to be provided with Mexican nationality without losing 
their own. The fall of Barcelona precipitated matters. On Febru-
ary 11, 1939, while thousands of Republicans were crossing the 
border into France, the Mexican ambassador in Spain received a 
telegram from the Secretariat of Foreign Affairs: “Select families 
that wish to come to Mexico, preference to field workers, agri-
cultural technicians, and qualified industrial laborers. Proceed 
to make a list of significant university intellectuals that wish 

15 Ignacio Soldevila, El compromiso de la imaginación. Vida y obra de Max 
Aub (Segorbe: Fundación Max Aub, 1999).
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intellectuals. Another prominent presence was that of the writer 
Martín Luis Guzmán, secretary for a time to Manuel Azaña. 
It was in Madrid that he published his two great novels on the 
Mexican revolution, El águila y la serpiente (Aguilar, 1928; pub-
lished in English as The Eagle and the Serpent) and La sombra 
del caudillo (Espasa-Calpe, 1929), and he later supported pub-
lishing initiatives among the exiled Spaniards. The exhibition 
Joven pintura mexicana (Young Mexican Painting) was held in 
Madrid in 1926, so enthusing Gabriel García Maroto that he 
delivered a lecture—later published—entitled “La revolución 
artística mexicana. Una lección” (The Mexican Artistic Revolu-
tion: A Lesson), in which Jaime Brihuega already discerns the 
shift to the left that was to lead to his rift with the most for-
malist avant-garde. A year later, García Maroto illustrated and 
edited Los de abajo (Biblos, Madrid, 1927) by Mariano Azuela, 
the founding novel of the revolutionary aesthetic, and he went 
to Mexico, where he resided from 1928 to 1934 with intervals in 
New York and Cuba. In 1928 he published Galería de poetas mexi-
canos modernos (La Gaceta Literaria, Madrid) and Veinte dibujos 
mexicanos (Biblioteca Acción, Madrid). He designed the cover for 
Contemporáneos, the renovatory forum of the most cosmopolitan 
Mexican avant-garde, writing on the work of Diego Rivera for 
its first issue (June 1928). The artist was not at all pleased with 
the article, vilifying its author as a “bourgeois Spanish invader 
[gachupín] who illustrates newspapers and stickers.” Owing to 
this attack, García Maroto decided when he was exiled in 1939 
to keep himself always at a suitable distance from the irate mu-
ralist. In 1928, the Cenit publishing house brought out its first 
title, Ramón J. Sender’s El problema religioso en Méjico. Católicos 
y cristianos, with a prologue signed by Ramón del Valle-Inclán 
but actually written by the editor Rafael Giménez Sales, a key 
figure in the Mexican publishing industry. In the early thirties, 
the Mexican diplomat Daniel Cosío Villegas presented a pro-
posal to Aguilar and Espasa-Calpe for an affordable collection 
of books on thought. Although the project aroused no interest, 
it led Cosío to found Fondo de Cultura Económica, a publisher 
for which many exiled Spaniards worked. That year, Justino 
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the beginning of the professionalization of philosophy and the 
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Spanish version of Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time, which 
was begun in Madrid in about 1933 and published by Fondo de 
Cultura Económica in 1951.13

The Colegio was also joined by more Spaniards who began 
arriving in 1939. These included the painter and architect Mariano 
Rodríguez Orgaz—a great friend of both Gil-Albert and Gaya—who 
worked on the reconstruction of Teotihuacán before dying shortly 
afterward.14 Another was the sociologist José Medina Echavarría, 
who created the Centro de Estudios Sociales (Center of Social 
Studies) in 1943, and who also founded the magazine Jornadas. 
Two more were the historian Ramón Iglesia and the philosopher 
Joaquín Xirau, the latter counting among Antonio Machado’s com-
panions on his final exodus from Spain, and whose book Amor y 
mundo, the first to be printed by the Colegio, appeared in 1940. 
Just over seventy titles form the catalogue of the Colegio’s pub-
lications up to 1950, not counting the journal edited by Medina 
(fifty-five issues in just four years) and editions of classic works 
of philosophy. It is an exemplary total. The books brought out by 
the Colegio included Óptica instrumental (1940), by the astrophysi-
cist Pedro Carrasco, and La escultura colonial mexicana (1941), in 
which Moreno Villa proposed the controversial term of tequitqui 
(“tributary” in Ennahuatl) to designate traces of syncretism in the 
art of New Spain. Xirau’s book was followed by Eduardo Nicol’s 
Psicología de las situaciones vitales, which appeared in 1941, and 
was revised by Francisco Giner de los Ríos. The engagement of 
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with an analogous function.
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for the labor camp of Djelfa in Algeria, where he was to be held for 
some months. It was during this crossing that he had the idea 
for San Juan. Tragedia, written in 1942 and published in Mexico a 
year later. It told the story of a group of German Jews who in 1938 
had managed to charter a ship, the San Juan, with which they 
hoped to reach some Mediterranean port that would grant them 
asylum. Their attempt, however, ended in failure. Without the 
hospitality of Mexico, he recognized gratefully in his dedication, 
he would not have been able to write his drama.15 At the end of 
1942, he managed to set sail from Casablanca in the Serpa Pinto, 
one of the names in that evocative register of ships that linked 
the coasts of France, or some port in North Africa, with New York 
and, above all, the docks of Veracruz.
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was struggling to realize the aspirations of the Revolution, and 
its governors were interested in taking on a qualified work force. 
With this end in view, all Spaniards who wanted to go to Mexi-
co were to be provided with Mexican nationality without losing 
their own. The fall of Barcelona precipitated matters. On Febru-
ary 11, 1939, while thousands of Republicans were crossing the 
border into France, the Mexican ambassador in Spain received a 
telegram from the Secretariat of Foreign Affairs: “Select families 
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It was in Madrid that he published his two great novels on the 
Mexican revolution, El águila y la serpiente (Aguilar, 1928; pub-
lished in English as The Eagle and the Serpent) and La sombra 
del caudillo (Espasa-Calpe, 1929), and he later supported pub-
lishing initiatives among the exiled Spaniards. The exhibition 
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Madrid in 1926, so enthusing Gabriel García Maroto that he 
delivered a lecture—later published—entitled “La revolución 
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tion: A Lesson), in which Jaime Brihuega already discerns the 
shift to the left that was to lead to his rift with the most for-
malist avant-garde. A year later, García Maroto illustrated and 
edited Los de abajo (Biblos, Madrid, 1927) by Mariano Azuela, 
the founding novel of the revolutionary aesthetic, and he went 
to Mexico, where he resided from 1928 to 1934 with intervals in 
New York and Cuba. In 1928 he published Galería de poetas mexi-
canos modernos (La Gaceta Literaria, Madrid) and Veinte dibujos 
mexicanos (Biblioteca Acción, Madrid). He designed the cover for 
Contemporáneos, the renovatory forum of the most cosmopolitan 
Mexican avant-garde, writing on the work of Diego Rivera for 
its first issue (June 1928). The artist was not at all pleased with 
the article, vilifying its author as a “bourgeois Spanish invader 
[gachupín] who illustrates newspapers and stickers.” Owing to 
this attack, García Maroto decided when he was exiled in 1939 
to keep himself always at a suitable distance from the irate mu-
ralist. In 1928, the Cenit publishing house brought out its first 
title, Ramón J. Sender’s El problema religioso en Méjico. Católicos 
y cristianos, with a prologue signed by Ramón del Valle-Inclán 
but actually written by the editor Rafael Giménez Sales, a key 
figure in the Mexican publishing industry. In the early thirties, 
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posal to Aguilar and Espasa-Calpe for an affordable collection 
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The members and residents of the Casa de España were 
engaged in intense activity that gave rise to some of the books it 
published. Such was the case of the first, Enrique Díez-Cañedo’s 
El teatro y sus enemigos, which came off the press in April 1939, 
and of María Zambrano’s Pensamiento y poesía en la vida españo-
la, whose cover, with its drawn vignette and lettering, was by 
Ramón Gaya, an artist who frequently collaborated on publica-
tions by exiled Spaniards. In some cases, the texts had already 
been written in Spain and found an opportunity for publication 
in Mexico. For example, Adolfo Salazar’s book Música y sociedad 
en el siglo XX. Ensayo de crítica y de estética desde el punto de vista 
de su función social was ready for the press in July 1936, but its 
publication had been prevented by the war. The author therefore 
states, in an attempt to forestall the frequent editorial pillaging 
that went on in the early stages of Francoism, that this is the only 
authorized edition. Another manuscript that traveled was that of 
the first work published in Mexico by Moreno Villa, Locos, enanos, 
negros y niños palaciegos. Gente de placer que tuvieron los Austrias en 
la Corte Española desde 1563 a 1700, for which the author was just 
taking his last notes as the shrapnel from the besieging guns burst 
through the windows of the archives of the Palacio Nacional, of 
which he was the director.

The end of the war meant the end of the Casa de España in 
Mexico, which transformed itself in October 1940 into El Colegio 
de México (“The College of Mexico”), an institution directed by 
Alfonso Reyes that quickly acquired considerable prestige. “The 
circumstances have changed greatly over the past year,” Gaos 
wrote to Reyes in November 1939, “Acceptance of the current 
invitation means for me a resolution to settle in this country 
for a literally indefinite time.” Gaos decided to stay. Luis Villoro, 
one of his pupils, wrote of his work as a teacher that it marked 

and Moreno Villa married his widow, Consuelo Nieto. The birth of his 
son José in 1941 encouraged him to write the story of his life and illus-
trate Lo que sabía mi loro, published by Manuel Altolaguirre with Isla in 
1945. Xavier Villaurrutia, “Tierra y cielos de Moreno Villa,” Revista de 
Revistas, no. 1489, December 4, 1938. James Valender and Gabriel Rojo, 
eds., Homenaje a Max Aub (Mexico City: El Colegio de México, 2005).
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to move to Mexico.” With great diligence, the Mexican diplomats 
set about drawing up lists of those who would embark, a task 
largely accomplished by Gilberto Bosques and Fernando and 
Susa na Gamboa.16 Around twenty thousand Spaniards arrived in 
the course of a decade, a figure close to that planned by the Mexi-
can authorities. Their professional profile, however, did not fully 
live up to expectations. Although most were laborers, nearly 30 
percent of them were linked in some way to the letters, arts, and 
sciences.17 The first ship to arrive, in April 1939, was the Flandre. 
Among those who disembarked from it were the ophthalmolo-
gist Manuel Márquez, a student of Santiago Ramón y Cajal; the 
writer Antoniorrobles, who marked a milestone for the publish-
ing of children’s books in Mexico; and the young Carlos Velo, 
who ended up abandoning biology for filmmaking. In the middle 
of May, the Veendam arrived in New York with a select passen-
ger list, organized by Juan de la Cabada, which included Ma nue-
la Balles ter, José Bergamín, Josep Carner, Roberto Fernández 
Bal buena, Rodolfo Halfter, José Herrera Petere, Emilio Prados, 
Miguel Prieto, Josep Renau (whose camera recorded the voyage),  
Antonio Rodríguez Luna, and Eduardo Ugarte. During the cross-
ing, Paulino Masip wrote Cartas a un refugiado español, a moral 
guide and handbook that was immediately published by the Junta 
de Cultura Española, with whom he had traveled to Mexico.18

16 Gérard Malgat, “Tantos candidatos, tan pocos barcos: Gilberto Bosques 
y la cuestión de los criterios de migración a México,” Laberintos. Revista 
de estudios sobre los exilios culturales españoles, no. 17 (2015): 221–35. This 
forms part of the dossier “Homenaje a México y al exilio republicano 
español de 1939 en México.”

17 Research has so far privileged the intellectual exile, particularly writers 
and artists, but studies on other disciplines have also started to appear. 
For example, Francisco Giral, Ciencia española en el exilio (1939–1989). 
El exilio de los científicos españoles (Barcelona: Anthropos, 1994); Juan 
Ignacio del Cueto Ruiz-Funes, Arquitectos españoles exiliados en México 
(Mexico City: Bonilla Artigas Editores-UNAM, 2014).

18 In one of the letters, Masip wrote, “Spain is no longer in just one place, it’s 
in two. There and here, and the second adverb has a very dilated mean-
ing. Here means any point on the planet where there’s a Republican.” On 
Masip and idealizing rhetoric, see Francisco Caudet, El exilio republicano 
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Fernández and Edmundo O’Gorman’s boutique imprint Al-
cancía brought out Oscuro dominio, the only book of verses by 
Juan Larrea, in which there is already a glimpse of the prophetic 
America he would return to as a refugee.

4

The Civil War led to closer contacts between the two gov-
ernments. Diplomats like Genaro Estrada, largely to thank for 
the arrival of José Moreno Villa in Mexico, went to the League 
of Nations to denounce the European democracies’ policy of 
nonintervention in the war. In 1937, Alfonso Reyes published 
Las vísperas de España in Buenos Aires. The prologue evokes 
“the shared labor around the leaden tables of Madrid’s printing 
presses.”

5

The Congress of the Alliance of Anti-Fascist Intellectuals, 
held in Spain that same year, drew a number of Mexican art-
ists and writers with links to the Liga de Escritores y Artistas 
Revolucionarios (League of Revolutionary Writers and Artists, 
or LEAR). Some, like José Mancisidor and the poets Octavio Paz 
and Carlos Pellicer, were invited. Others who decided to go along 
included Elena Garro, Juan de la Cabada, Silvestre Revueltas, 
María Luisa Vera, José Chávez Morado, and Fernando and 
Susana Gamboa, who were responsible in 1939 for coordinat-
ing the transfer of the exiled Spaniards to Mexico. All of them 
were to be seen in Valencia, one of the congress sites. Garro, 
then recently married to Paz, recalled the city and her friends 
there in her Memorias de España 1937. The LEAR presented a 
varied cultural program with exhibitions like Cien años de arte 

4
 Juan Manuel Bonet, “Papeles vanguardistas: algunas pistas,” in México 
ilustrado. Libros, revistas y carteles, 1920–1950, ed. Salvador Albiñana 
(Mexico City: RM Editores, 2010), 29–37. Javier Garciadiego, Alfonso 
Reyes (Mexico City: Planeta-De Agostini, 2004). There is a facsimile 
edition of Siqueiros’s journal: Vida americana. Revista Norte Centro y 
Sud-Americana (Valencia: IVAM-L’Eixam, 2000). Gonzalo Santonja, 
Los signos de la noche. De la guerra al exilio. Historia peregrina del libro 
republicano entre España y México (Madrid: Castalia, 2003). Jaime Bri-
huega, “Maroto y la vanguardia en el arte español contemporáneo,” 
in Gabriel García Maroto y la renovación del arte español contemporáneo 
(Toledo: Junta de Comunidades de Castilla-La Mancha, 1999), 21–29.

5
 Alfonso Reyes, Las vísperas de España (Buenos Aires: Sur, 1937), 9.
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common language, and its dedication to providing a personal 
narrative of the war, the past, and the reality of America, the 
literary and intellectual splendor from which it had sprung was 
prolonged until the sixties.

27

The books and magazines of those in exile ranged from an 
almost exclusive obsession with Spain to an interest in Mexico 
and Spanish America, although the poetry—the primary genre of 
the exiles—was less circumstantial and achieved greater univer-
sality of themes and forms.

28
 The literature that looked out onto 

this unknown country was fairly copious. We might mention 
Moreno Villa’s Cornucopia de México (1940), Josep Carner’s Misterio 
de Quanaxhuata (1943), and Juan Rejano’s La esfinge mestiza (1945), 
this last a penetrating and closely observed account of street life 
illustrated by Prieto. Eduardo de Ontañón published his Manual 
de México (1946) with Xóchitl, a publishing house he founded with 
his wife Mada Carreño, while Luis Cernuda’s Variaciones sobre 
tema mexicano (1952) was comprised of short prose pieces written 
from a position of wonder with respect to the unknown country 
he traveled to for the first time in 1949, and from a touching close-
ness to the land, the peoples, and the language, which he had 
heard again after years of exile in Anglo-Saxon climes.

The exile was decisive for the modernization of the growing 
publishing industry, science, children’s literature, popular edu-
cational writing (with countless articles by the so-called galley 
slaves of the pen such as Ángel Gaos), and architecture (with Félix 
Candela’s concrete shells). Cultural journalism came very much 
to the fore. In 1948, Juan Rejano became editor in chief of the 
Revista Mexicana de Cultura, founded a year earlier by Fernando 
Benítez. México en la Cultura, the supplement of Novedades, ap-
peared in 1949 and quickly made an impact throughout Latin 
America. Its directors were Fernando Benítez and Miguel Prieto, 
who was also responsible for a magnificent layout that recalled 

27
 José-Carlos Mainer, Historia mínima de la literatura española (Madrid: El 
Colegio de México-Turner, 2014). 

28
 James Valender, “La literatura del exilio español en México,” in La España 
perdida, ed. Durán Alcalá and Ruiz Barrientos, 35–56.
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Rivera, who saw Posada as the precursor of muralism and de-
manded the expulsion of Gaya from Mexico.

25

The flow of refugees continued all throughout the 1940s. 
Salvador Bartolozzi, who was appointed director of the children’s 
theater of the Palacio de Bellas Artes, arrived in 1941, as did Blas 
Cabrera, the first to spread the word on Einsteinian relativity in 
Spain. Among those who arrived in 1942 was the extremist José 
Rivas Panedas, a badly broken man after the tortures he had suf-
fered, as well as Arturo Souto, Remedios Varo, and the aforemen-
tioned Max Aub. Juan Renau traveled from Colombia in 1945, and 
soon published Técnica aerográfica: la brocha del aire (Centauro, 
1946). One year later, Luis Buñuel arrived from Los Angeles. A 
chance encounter with Denise Tual, a Parisian friend who had 
been involved in Un chien andalou, was at the origin of Buñuel’s 
arrival. Tual put him in touch with Oscar Dancigers, a French 
producer who had recently established himself in Mexico. Buñuel 
told Jean-Claude Carrière that he decided to live in Mexico dur-
ing his first trip there, when he surprised two blind men about 
to masturbate each other in the street. It was an image in the 
tradition of José Gutiérrez Solana, and the writer of screenplays 
couldn’t quite believe his eyes. Buñuel directed most of his films 
in Mexico and he became a point of contact for the many award-
winning film professionals in exile.

26

Letters and Drawings

José-Carlos Mainter writes in his Historia mínima de la literatura 
española that due to the admirable tenacity of the diaspora, its 

25
 Guillermo Sheridan, “Hora de Taller. Taller de España,” in Poesía y exi-
lio. Los poetas del exilio español en México, ed. Rose Corral, Arturo Souto 
Alabarce, and James Valender (Mexico City: El Colegio de México, 1995), 
287–99. Nilo Palenzuela, El Hijo Pródigo y los exiliados españoles (Madrid: 
Verbum, 2001). Ramón Gaya de Viva Voz. Entrevistas (1977–1998), selected 
and introduced by Nigel Dennis (Valencia: Pre-Textos, 2007), 69–70, 157.

26
 Jean-Claude Carrière, “Luis Buñuel,” in Dictionnaire amoureux du Mex-
ique (Paris: Plon, 2009), 249–56. Tomás Pérez Turrent and José de la Co-
lina, Buñuel por Buñuel (Madrid: Plot, 1993).
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However, the ships that carried “a complete Spain in minia-
ture” began with the Sinaia, the Ipanema, and the Mexique, which 
arrived some time later.19 On May 24, 1939, the steamer Sinaia 
departed from Sète with 1,599 refugees. Among the passengers 
were Juan Rejano, Enrique Climent, the Mayo brothers, Ignacio 
Bolívar, and Polish photographer David “Chim” Seymour, who 
documented those days for Life magazine. Also on board were 
Gaya, Gil-Albert, and Lorenzo Varela, part of the editorial team 
of Hora de España. Bolívar, the president of the Junta para Am plia-
ción de Estudios (Council for Advanced Studies), was eighty-nine 
years old. He helped to found the journal Ciencia, an important 
nexus of the Spanish American scientific community.20 Arriving 

de 1939 (Madrid: Cátedra, 2005), 277–83. Renau published some pictures 
in his article “Exili,” L’Espill, no. 15 (1982).

19 José Antonio Matesanz, “La dinámica del exilio,” in El exilio español en 
México, 163.

20 Antonio Sánchez Barbudo, “El grupo de ‘Hora de España en 1939,” in 
Ensayos y recuerdos (Barcelona: Laia, 1980), 89–105. Hermanos Mayo. Una 
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on the Ipanema was Avel·lí Artis-Gener (Tísner), writer, cartoonist, 
stage designer, and also a promoter of Catalan culture abroad.21

“It is a myth that the Spanish Republican refugees were well 
received in Mexico,” wrote José Antonio Matesanz. They were 
welcomed by Cárdenas’s supporters and the left-wing unions but 
not by most of society. Nor were they warmly greeted by the well-
to-do Spanish colony, who had emigrated for economic rather 
than political reasons and were open sympathizers of Franco. 
The conservative press insistently presented the new arrivals as 
not merely Gachupines, the contemptuous term for Spaniards in 
Mexico, but Communists to boot, “which was the last straw.”22 
In a chronicle by Salvador Novo, three kinds of Spaniard are 
distinguished: the politicians taken in by the government, the 
workers and peasants, and “the intellectuals invited by a cultural 
institution that, if it had had the tact to call itself not the House of 
Spain but, for example, the Center of Higher Education, would not 
have become the lightning rod for an inferiority complex made 
manifestly evident in the most lamentable way.”23 Luis Cardoza y 
Aragón, one of the voices raised in favor of the refugees, noted 
a nationalist and exclusivist sentiment in Xavier Villaurrutia, 
who “felt with the arrival of the Spanish Republicans that the 
conquistadors had returned, and aggressive quatrains written 
by him and Salvador Novo started to circulate, meeting an ef-
fective response from José Bergamín.” Not only did varieties of 
this hostility appear among the intellectuals, but their milieu, 
in the opinion of Guillermo Sheridan, was precisely where the 
disharmony was incubated. The painter and writer Dr. Atl also 

visión del exilio en imágenes (Madrid: CVC, 2011). Life, vol. 7, no. 3, July 
17, 1939, 64–69.

21 As Pla Brugat pointed out, the number of refugees from Catalonia was 
very large. Vicenç Riera Llorca, Els exiliats catalans a Mèxic (Barcelona: 
Curial, 1994). 

22 José Antonio Matesanz, “La dinámica del exilio,” in El exilio español en 
México, 171. Ricardo Pérez Monfort, Hispanismo y Falange. Los sueños 
imperiales de la derecha española y México (Mexico City: FCE, 1992).

23 Salvador Novo, La vida en México en el periodo presidencial de Lázaro 
Cárdenas (Mexico City: Empresas Editoriales, 1964), 356.
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had his say, adopting the harshest of tones: the dregs of Spanish 
society, the wandering Gachupinería, had started to disembark on 
Mexico with their “failed Marxist professors” and “fourth- and 
fifth-rate intellectuals.”

24
 But the resentment was limited to the 

initial stages and the gap subsequently narrowed, although there 
remained a smoldering anti-Spanish sentiment, which Octavio 
Paz never ceased to criticize, inherited from the Mexican lib-
eral and revolutionary tradition. Villaurrutia collaborated with 
Bergamín on the poetry anthology Laurel, and part of the literary 
exile contributed to Taller (1938–41), Letras de México, and El Hijo 
Pródigo (1943–46), whose design was the work of Miguel Prieto. 
Gaya wrote in the first issue about the engraver José Guadalupe 
Posada, whom he regarded as a naively expressive illustrator 
with one eye on sensational news stories. The article displeased 

24
 Luis Cardoza y Aragón, El río. Novelas de caballerías (Mexico City: FCE, 
1986), 407–8. Guillermo Sheridan, “Refugachos: escenas del exilio es-
pañol en México,” in Señales debidas (Mexico City: FCE, 2011), 96–114. 
The text by Dr. Atl is in Francisco Caudet, El exilio republicano de 1939 
(Madrid: Cátedra, 2005), 156–58.
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had his say, adopting the harshest of tones: the dregs of Spanish 
society, the wandering Gachupinería, had started to disembark on 
Mexico with their “failed Marxist professors” and “fourth- and 
fifth-rate intellectuals.”24 But the resentment was limited to the 
initial stages and the gap subsequently narrowed, although there 
remained a smoldering anti-Spanish sentiment, which Octavio 
Paz never ceased to criticize, inherited from the Mexican lib-
eral and revolutionary tradition. Villaurrutia collaborated with 
Bergamín on the poetry anthology Laurel, and part of the literary 
exile contributed to Taller (1938–41), Letras de México, and El Hijo 
Pródigo (1943–46), whose design was the work of Miguel Prieto. 
Gaya wrote in the first issue about the engraver José Guadalupe 
Posada, whom he regarded as a naively expressive illustrator 
with one eye on sensational news stories. The article displeased 

24 Luis Cardoza y Aragón, El río. Novelas de caballerías (Mexico City: FCE, 
1986), 407–8. Guillermo Sheridan, “Refugachos: escenas del exilio es-
pañol en México,” in Señales debidas (Mexico City: FCE, 2011), 96–114. 
The text by Dr. Atl is in Francisco Caudet, El exilio republicano de 1939 
(Madrid: Cátedra, 2005), 156–58.
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Rivera, who saw Posada as the precursor of muralism and de-
manded the expulsion of Gaya from Mexico.25

The flow of refugees continued all throughout the 1940s. 
Salvador Bartolozzi, who was appointed director of the children’s 
theater of the Palacio de Bellas Artes, arrived in 1941, as did Blas 
Cabrera, the first to spread the word on Einsteinian relativity in 
Spain. Among those who arrived in 1942 was the extremist José 
Rivas Panedas, a badly broken man after the tortures he had suf-
fered, as well as Arturo Souto, Remedios Varo, and the aforemen-
tioned Max Aub. Juan Renau traveled from Colombia in 1945, and 
soon published Técnica aerográfica: la brocha del aire (Centauro, 
1946). One year later, Luis Buñuel arrived from Los Angeles. A 
chance encounter with Denise Tual, a Parisian friend who had 
been involved in Un chien andalou, was at the origin of Buñuel’s 
arrival. Tual put him in touch with Oscar Dancigers, a French 
producer who had recently established himself in Mexico. Buñuel 
told Jean-Claude Carrière that he decided to live in Mexico dur-
ing his first trip there, when he surprised two blind men about 
to masturbate each other in the street. It was an image in the 
tradition of José Gutiérrez Solana, and the writer of screenplays 
couldn’t quite believe his eyes. Buñuel directed most of his films 
in Mexico and he became a point of contact for the many award-
winning film professionals in exile.26

Letters and Drawings

José-Carlos Mainter writes in his Historia mínima de la literatura 
española that due to the admirable tenacity of the diaspora, its 

25 Guillermo Sheridan, “Hora de Taller. Taller de España,” in Poesía y exi-
lio. Los poetas del exilio español en México, ed. Rose Corral, Arturo Souto 
Alabarce, and James Valender (Mexico City: El Colegio de México, 1995), 
287–99. Nilo Palenzuela, El Hijo Pródigo y los exiliados españoles (Madrid: 
Verbum, 2001). Ramón Gaya de Viva Voz. Entrevistas (1977–1998), selected 
and introduced by Nigel Dennis (Valencia: Pre-Textos, 2007), 69–70, 157.

26 Jean-Claude Carrière, “Luis Buñuel,” in Dictionnaire amoureux du Mex-
ique (Paris: Plon, 2009), 249–56. Tomás Pérez Turrent and José de la Co-
lina, Buñuel por Buñuel (Madrid: Plot, 1993).
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However, the ships that carried “a complete Spain in minia-
ture” began with the Sinaia, the Ipanema, and the Mexique, which 
arrived some time later.

19
 On May 24, 1939, the steamer Sinaia 

departed from Sète with 1,599 refugees. Among the passengers 
were Juan Rejano, Enrique Climent, the Mayo brothers, Ignacio 
Bolívar, and Polish photographer David “Chim” Seymour, who 
documented those days for Life magazine. Also on board were 
Gaya, Gil-Albert, and Lorenzo Varela, part of the editorial team 
of Hora de España. Bolívar, the president of the Junta para Am plia-
ción de Estudios (Council for Advanced Studies), was eighty-nine 
years old. He helped to found the journal Ciencia, an important 
nexus of the Spanish American scientific community.

20
 Arriving 

de 1939 (Madrid: Cátedra, 2005), 277–83. Renau published some pictures 
in his article “Exili,” L’Espill, no. 15 (1982).

19
 José Antonio Matesanz, “La dinámica del exilio,” in El exilio español en 
México, 163.

20
 Antonio Sánchez Barbudo, “El grupo de ‘Hora de España en 1939,” in 
Ensayos y recuerdos (Barcelona: Laia, 1980), 89–105. Hermanos Mayo. Una 
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The members and residents of the Casa de España were 
engaged in intense activity that gave rise to some of the books it 
published. Such was the case of the first, Enrique Díez-Cañedo’s 
El teatro y sus enemigos, which came off the press in April 1939, 
and of María Zambrano’s Pensamiento y poesía en la vida españo-
la, whose cover, with its drawn vignette and lettering, was by 
Ramón Gaya, an artist who frequently collaborated on publica-
tions by exiled Spaniards. In some cases, the texts had already 
been written in Spain and found an opportunity for publication 
in Mexico. For example, Adolfo Salazar’s book Música y sociedad 
en el siglo XX. Ensayo de crítica y de estética desde el punto de vista 
de su función social was ready for the press in July 1936, but its 
publication had been prevented by the war. The author therefore 
states, in an attempt to forestall the frequent editorial pillaging 
that went on in the early stages of Francoism, that this is the only 
authorized edition. Another manuscript that traveled was that of 
the first work published in Mexico by Moreno Villa, Locos, enanos, 
negros y niños palaciegos. Gente de placer que tuvieron los Austrias en 
la Corte Española desde 1563 a 1700, for which the author was just 
taking his last notes as the shrapnel from the besieging guns burst 
through the windows of the archives of the Palacio Nacional, of 
which he was the director.

The end of the war meant the end of the Casa de España in 
Mexico, which transformed itself in October 1940 into El Colegio 
de México (“The College of Mexico”), an institution directed by 
Alfonso Reyes that quickly acquired considerable prestige. “The 
circumstances have changed greatly over the past year,” Gaos 
wrote to Reyes in November 1939, “Acceptance of the current 
invitation means for me a resolution to settle in this country 
for a literally indefinite time.” Gaos decided to stay. Luis Villoro, 
one of his pupils, wrote of his work as a teacher that it marked 

and Moreno Villa married his widow, Consuelo Nieto. The birth of his 
son José in 1941 encouraged him to write the story of his life and illus-
trate Lo que sabía mi loro, published by Manuel Altolaguirre with Isla in 
1945. Xavier Villaurrutia, “Tierra y cielos de Moreno Villa,” Revista de 
Revistas, no. 1489, December 4, 1938. James Valender and Gabriel Rojo, 
eds., Homenaje a Max Aub (Mexico City: El Colegio de México, 2005).
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to move to Mexico.” With great diligence, the Mexican diplomats 
set about drawing up lists of those who would embark, a task 
largely accomplished by Gilberto Bosques and Fernando and 
Susa na Gamboa.

16
 Around twenty thousand Spaniards arrived in 

the course of a decade, a figure close to that planned by the Mexi-
can authorities. Their professional profile, however, did not fully 
live up to expectations. Although most were laborers, nearly 30 
percent of them were linked in some way to the letters, arts, and 
sciences.

17
 The first ship to arrive, in April 1939, was the Flandre. 

Among those who disembarked from it were the ophthalmolo-
gist Manuel Márquez, a student of Santiago Ramón y Cajal; the 
writer Antoniorrobles, who marked a milestone for the publish-
ing of children’s books in Mexico; and the young Carlos Velo, 
who ended up abandoning biology for filmmaking. In the middle 
of May, the Veendam arrived in New York with a select passen-
ger list, organized by Juan de la Cabada, which included Ma nue-
la Balles ter, José Bergamín, Josep Carner, Roberto Fernández 
Bal buena, Rodolfo Halfter, José Herrera Petere, Emilio Prados, 
Miguel Prieto, Josep Renau (whose camera recorded the voyage),  
Antonio Rodríguez Luna, and Eduardo Ugarte. During the cross-
ing, Paulino Masip wrote Cartas a un refugiado español, a moral 
guide and handbook that was immediately published by the Junta 
de Cultura Española, with whom he had traveled to Mexico.

18

16
 Gérard Malgat, “Tantos candidatos, tan pocos barcos: Gilberto Bosques 
y la cuestión de los criterios de migración a México,” Laberintos. Revista 
de estudios sobre los exilios culturales españoles, no. 17 (2015): 221–35. This 
forms part of the dossier “Homenaje a México y al exilio republicano 
español de 1939 en México.”

17
 Research has so far privileged the intellectual exile, particularly writers 
and artists, but studies on other disciplines have also started to appear. 
For example, Francisco Giral, Ciencia española en el exilio (1939–1989). 
El exilio de los científicos españoles (Barcelona: Anthropos, 1994); Juan 
Ignacio del Cueto Ruiz-Funes, Arquitectos españoles exiliados en México 
(Mexico City: Bonilla Artigas Editores-UNAM, 2014).

18
 In one of the letters, Masip wrote, “Spain is no longer in just one place, it’s 
in two. There and here, and the second adverb has a very dilated mean-
ing. Here means any point on the planet where there’s a Republican.” On 
Masip and idealizing rhetoric, see Francisco Caudet, El exilio republicano 
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Fernández and Edmundo O’Gorman’s boutique imprint Al-
cancía brought out Oscuro dominio, the only book of verses by 
Juan Larrea, in which there is already a glimpse of the prophetic 
America he would return to as a refugee.4

The Civil War led to closer contacts between the two gov-
ernments. Diplomats like Genaro Estrada, largely to thank for 
the arrival of José Moreno Villa in Mexico, went to the League 
of Nations to denounce the European democracies’ policy of 
nonintervention in the war. In 1937, Alfonso Reyes published 
Las vísperas de España in Buenos Aires. The prologue evokes 
“the shared labor around the leaden tables of Madrid’s printing 
presses.”5

The Congress of the Alliance of Anti-Fascist Intellectuals, 
held in Spain that same year, drew a number of Mexican art-
ists and writers with links to the Liga de Escritores y Artistas 
Revolucionarios (League of Revolutionary Writers and Artists, 
or LEAR). Some, like José Mancisidor and the poets Octavio Paz 
and Carlos Pellicer, were invited. Others who decided to go along 
included Elena Garro, Juan de la Cabada, Silvestre Revueltas, 
María Luisa Vera, José Chávez Morado, and Fernando and 
Susana Gamboa, who were responsible in 1939 for coordinat-
ing the transfer of the exiled Spaniards to Mexico. All of them 
were to be seen in Valencia, one of the congress sites. Garro, 
then recently married to Paz, recalled the city and her friends 
there in her Memorias de España 1937. The LEAR presented a 
varied cultural program with exhibitions like Cien años de arte 

4 Juan Manuel Bonet, “Papeles vanguardistas: algunas pistas,” in México 
ilustrado. Libros, revistas y carteles, 1920–1950, ed. Salvador Albiñana 
(Mexico City: RM Editores, 2010), 29–37. Javier Garciadiego, Alfonso 
Reyes (Mexico City: Planeta-De Agostini, 2004). There is a facsimile 
edition of Siqueiros’s journal: Vida americana. Revista Norte Centro y 
Sud-Americana (Valencia: IVAM-L’Eixam, 2000). Gonzalo Santonja, 
Los signos de la noche. De la guerra al exilio. Historia peregrina del libro 
republicano entre España y México (Madrid: Castalia, 2003). Jaime Bri-
huega, “Maroto y la vanguardia en el arte español contemporáneo,” 
in Gabriel García Maroto y la renovación del arte español contemporáneo 
(Toledo: Junta de Comunidades de Castilla-La Mancha, 1999), 21–29.

5 Alfonso Reyes, Las vísperas de España (Buenos Aires: Sur, 1937), 9.
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common language, and its dedication to providing a personal 
narrative of the war, the past, and the reality of America, the 
literary and intellectual splendor from which it had sprung was 
prolonged until the sixties.27

The books and magazines of those in exile ranged from an 
almost exclusive obsession with Spain to an interest in Mexico 
and Spanish America, although the poetry—the primary genre of 
the exiles—was less circumstantial and achieved greater univer-
sality of themes and forms.28 The literature that looked out onto 
this unknown country was fairly copious. We might mention 
Moreno Villa’s Cornucopia de México (1940), Josep Carner’s Misterio 
de Quanaxhuata (1943), and Juan Rejano’s La esfinge mestiza (1945), 
this last a penetrating and closely observed account of street life 
illustrated by Prieto. Eduardo de Ontañón published his Manual 
de México (1946) with Xóchitl, a publishing house he founded with 
his wife Mada Carreño, while Luis Cernuda’s Variaciones sobre 
tema mexicano (1952) was comprised of short prose pieces written 
from a position of wonder with respect to the unknown country 
he traveled to for the first time in 1949, and from a touching close-
ness to the land, the peoples, and the language, which he had 
heard again after years of exile in Anglo-Saxon climes.

The exile was decisive for the modernization of the growing 
publishing industry, science, children’s literature, popular edu-
cational writing (with countless articles by the so-called galley 
slaves of the pen such as Ángel Gaos), and architecture (with Félix 
Candela’s concrete shells). Cultural journalism came very much 
to the fore. In 1948, Juan Rejano became editor in chief of the 
Revista Mexicana de Cultura, founded a year earlier by Fernando 
Benítez. México en la Cultura, the supplement of Novedades, ap-
peared in 1949 and quickly made an impact throughout Latin 
America. Its directors were Fernando Benítez and Miguel Prieto, 
who was also responsible for a magnificent layout that recalled 

27 José-Carlos Mainer, Historia mínima de la literatura española (Madrid: El 
Colegio de México-Turner, 2014). 

28 James Valender, “La literatura del exilio español en México,” in La España 
perdida, ed. Durán Alcalá and Ruiz Barrientos, 35–56.
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intellectuals. Another prominent presence was that of the writer 
Martín Luis Guzmán, secretary for a time to Manuel Azaña. 
It was in Madrid that he published his two great novels on the 
Mexican revolution, El águila y la serpiente (Aguilar, 1928; pub-
lished in English as The Eagle and the Serpent) and La sombra 
del caudillo (Espasa-Calpe, 1929), and he later supported pub-
lishing initiatives among the exiled Spaniards. The exhibition 
Joven pintura mexicana (Young Mexican Painting) was held in 
Madrid in 1926, so enthusing Gabriel García Maroto that he 
delivered a lecture—later published—entitled “La revolución 
artística mexicana. Una lección” (The Mexican Artistic Revolu-
tion: A Lesson), in which Jaime Brihuega already discerns the 
shift to the left that was to lead to his rift with the most for-
malist avant-garde. A year later, García Maroto illustrated and 
edited Los de abajo (Biblos, Madrid, 1927) by Mariano Azuela, 
the founding novel of the revolutionary aesthetic, and he went 
to Mexico, where he resided from 1928 to 1934 with intervals in 
New York and Cuba. In 1928 he published Galería de poetas mexi-
canos modernos (La Gaceta Literaria, Madrid) and Veinte dibujos 
mexicanos (Biblioteca Acción, Madrid). He designed the cover for 
Contemporáneos, the renovatory forum of the most cosmopolitan 
Mexican avant-garde, writing on the work of Diego Rivera for 
its first issue (June 1928). The artist was not at all pleased with 
the article, vilifying its author as a “bourgeois Spanish invader 
[gachupín] who illustrates newspapers and stickers.” Owing to 
this attack, García Maroto decided when he was exiled in 1939 
to keep himself always at a suitable distance from the irate mu-
ralist. In 1928, the Cenit publishing house brought out its first 
title, Ramón J. Sender’s El problema religioso en Méjico. Católicos 
y cristianos, with a prologue signed by Ramón del Valle-Inclán 
but actually written by the editor Rafael Giménez Sales, a key 
figure in the Mexican publishing industry. In the early thirties, 
the Mexican diplomat Daniel Cosío Villegas presented a pro-
posal to Aguilar and Espasa-Calpe for an affordable collection 
of books on thought. Although the project aroused no interest, 
it led Cosío to found Fondo de Cultura Económica, a publisher 
for which many exiled Spaniards worked. That year, Justino 
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the defunct magazine Romance.29 In the Mexico City of the 1940s, 
once described as a city of ink and paper, about four hundred news-
papers, journals, and magazines were published. It was a fantas-
tic professional market for journalists, art critics like Margarita 
Nelken, illustrators, cartoonists, and photographers.

One outstanding publisher was Séneca, created in 1939 
with funds from the Servicio de Evacuación de Refugiados Espa-
ñoles (Spanish Refugee Evacuation Service, or SERE). Directed 
by José Bergamín, it published seventy-two titles in its ten years 
of existence, including the first edition of Antonio Machado’s 
complete works (1940), which won high praise from Pedro Sali-
nas. It also published the first edition of Federico García Lorca’s 
Poeta en Nueva York (1940; published concurrently in English  
as Poet in New York) and the anthology Laurel, mentioned above, in 
which Pablo Neruda and León Felipe refused to appear.30 Atlante 
catered to a market hungry for manuals and handbooks, and pub-
lished José Ferrater Mora’s Diccionario de Filosofía (1941). In 1942, 
Baromeu Costa-Amic founded “Costa-Amic, editor-impresor” 
 and began Biblioteca Catalana, an important collection of classic 
and contemporary Catalan authors.31 The journalist José Bolea 
was one of those behind Leyenda, which published the celebrat-
ed Eros collection of classic works of amatory literature. Manuela 
Ballester illustrated Dumas’s The Lady of the Camellias (1944), 
Arturo Souto did the same for Jarnés’s version of Rémy de Gour-
mont’s Magical Stories (1944), and Prieto took charge of Fernando 
de Rojas’s La Celestina (1947), annotated by Agustín Millares Carlo 
and Juan Ignacio Mantecón. This edition was highly praised by 
Juan Rejano.

Elicio Muñoz Galache, who had worked in the printing 
trade in Barcelona, founded the Galache publishing house and 

29 México en la cultura, published between 1949 and 1961, was “the forum 
where Hispano-Mexican cohabitation bore its finest fruits.” Ibid., 52.

30 Gonzalo Santonja, Al otro lado del mar. Bergamín y la editorial Séneca 
(México, 1939–1949) (Barcelona: Galaxia Gutenberg/Círculo de Lectores, 
1997).

31 Teresa Férriz Roure, La edición catalana en México (Jalisco: El Colegio de 
Jalisco, 1998).
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the well-equipped Muñoz printing workshop. Credit is also 
due for the work carried out for Mexican publishers like Fondo 
de Cultura Económica, whose catalogue grew with the exile. 
Wenceslao Roces and Eugenio Ímaz, a specialist in Wilhelm 
Dilthey, translated a good many German and English authors, 
and Joaquín Díez-Canedo, first in charge of galley proofs and 
soon the director of the technical department, created the suc-
cessful Breviarios collection in 1948.

Journals abounded, though they were generally short-lived 
owing to economic difficulties. España Peregrina, edited by Juan 
Larrea, was published in 1940 by the Junta de Cultura Españo-
la, which managed the cultural legacy of Republican Spain and 
called—like everyone else, though with scant success—for the 
unity of the exiled intellectuals. Among the contributions was 
an article by Josep Renau on the ideological crisis of art, “Re-
flexiones sobre la crisis ideológica del arte,” which discussed the 
Exposición Internacional de Surrealismo then showing in Mexico 
City, concluding that the isms “already belong to history.” Al-
though it existed for only nine issues, it was reborn in 1942 as 
Cuadernos Americanos, financed by Mexican institutions, and ac-
companied the publishing industry in exile as it began to move 
to other parts of Latin America. It gave its editorial secretary, 
Juan Larrea, the occasion to expound his prophetic vision of the 
Americas, and it was there that he published El surrealismo entre 
Viejo y Nuevo Mundo (1944).32

“Mexico will be the editorial center of the Spanish-speak-
ing world,” declared Rafael Giménez Siles shortly after his ar-
rival in 1939. In association with the Mexican writer Martín Luis 
Guzmán, he soon founded EDIAPSA (Edición y Distribución 
Ame ricana de Publicaciones), an ambitious business conglomerate 

32 Issue no. 10 appeared in the facsimile edition (Mexico City: Alejandro 
Finisterre, 1977) with an epilogue by Larrea. Renau’s note is in issue 
no. 2 (March 1940): 70–75. Larrea published some photomontages in 
the magazine. Adalberto Santana, ed., Setenta años de Cuadernos America-
nos (1942–2012) (Mexico City: UNAM, 2013). Francisco Caudet, El exilio 
republicano en México. Las revistas literarias (1939–1971) (Madrid: Fun-
dación Banco Exterior, 1992).
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Hernán Cortés. In Renau’s Mexican work, which also combines 
formal experimentation, political commitment, and advertising, 
we see confirmation of Jordana Mendelson’s affirmation that the 
1930s should not be regarded as closing with the end of the Span-
ish Civil War and the start of World War II, since their influence 
was prolonged throughout the following decade.

40

“In his last years, typography was his dominant occupa-
tion,” wrote Fernando Benítez in his obituary of his friend Miguel 
Prieto, who died in 1956. From 1948 to 1956, Prieto was the artis-
tic director of the Press and Propaganda Department of the In-
stituto Nacional de Bellas Artes, where he produced perhaps his 
most complete graphic work at the request of Fernando Gamboa: 
hand programs, labels, tickets, books, brochures, and catalogues 
like the one for the inauguration of the Museo Nacional de Artes 
Plásticas (1949), as well as his Diego Rivera. Cincuenta años de su 
labor artística (1951), a key reference work on the painter and mu-
ralist. A year earlier, he had designed the first edition of Pablo 
Neruda’s Canto General for Talleres Gráficos de la Nación. This 
was a tribute to the elegant Bodoni typeface and featured end-
papers illustrated by Rivera and Siqueiros.

41

Among the odd and isolated artists, one worthy of mention 
is Gabriel García Maroto, whose second phase in Mexico, little 
researched to date, is narrated in his autobiographical Promoción 
de México. Caminos hacia su integración (1958). Interested in artis-
tic pedagogy and the study of the landscape, the culture, and the 
problems of rural Mexico, which he recorded in numerous pho-
tographs, pamphlets, and books, his outstanding achievement 
was his Arquitectura popular de México, published in 1952 with a 
design by Prieto, by then assisted by Vicente Rojo.

42

40
 Albert Forment, ed., Josep Renau. Catalogue raisonné (Valencia: IVAM, 
2003).

41
 Juan Manuel Bonet, “Miguel Prieto, maestro tipógrafo,” in Miguel Prieto. 
La armonía y la furia, ed. Patricia de la Puente, exh. cat. Antiguo Con-
vento de la Merced, Cuidad Real et al. (Madrid: Ministerio de Cultura, 
2007).

42
 Gabriel García Maroto, Arquitectura popular de México (Mexico City: 
INBA, 1952), with design by Miguel Prieto. In 1940 he published México 
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Against Homesickness

In the cyclostyled newspaper that accompanied the Sinaia on its 
crossing, Jarnés published a brief note entitled “Against Home-
sickness.” “There are seasickness pills going round,” he advised, 
“and pills against homesickness should also be circulated so as to 
eradicate it completely, because this isn’t the moment to wallow 
in the time we have lost but to sink our wills into the future.” 
However, it was not an easy thing to overcome. Some, such as 
the architect Tomás Bilbao, did not even try. Others imagined 
solutions for living with a nostalgia that was to diminish with 
time. The generic term of “exile” tends to mask the biographi-
cal variety of those who were forced to cling to an uncertain 
future. There were also those who transcended the historical 
and circumstantial dimension of the exile and turned it into an 

electrificado, which was at one point considered by Renau and Ballester as 
the subject for a mural, though nothing came of the idea.
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names, celebrated the influence of Spanish artists on the greater 
“typographical hygiene” seen in commercial printing.

39

Those laboring in poster art included exiles such as José 
Espert and Germán Horacio, but the most influential work was 
that of Josep Renau, who during his time in Mexico (1939–58) 
produced a broad and rather versatile range of posters. There he 
began the series The American Way of Life, which he would finish 
in Berlin. The professionalization of design was greatly aided by 
the creation of Empresa-Imagen. Publicidad Plástica, a family-run 
workshop that injected new life into cinema posters and commer-
cial and political advertising. From 1940 to 1946, it put out nearly 
forty covers for Futuro, the magazine of the Universidad Obrera 
(Workers’ University). Conceived as posters, these images of Mex-
ico, popular demands, and support for the Allies in World War II 
are reminiscent of Renau’s work during the Civil War. The artist 
also became interested in mural painting. After finishing the Re-
trato de la burguesía, he and Manuela Ballester offered to paint a 
second mural for the Electricians’ Union entitled La electrificación 
de México acabará con la miseria del pueblo (The Electrification of 
Mexico will End the Misery of the People), although the idea, 
inspired by a recent book by Gabriel García Maroto, eventually 
came to nothing. Between 1946 and 1950, Renau began one of 
his most ambitious works, a set of murals for the Hotel Casino de 
la Selva in Cuernavaca. The project was never concluded owing to 
disagreements with the client, the Spaniard Manuel Suárez. The 
only part he managed to finish, with the aid of Manuela Ballester, 
was the mural España hacia América (Spain Toward America), 
which displays certain analogies with the frescoes on the history 
of Mexico with which Rivera had decorated the Palacio Nacio-
nal and the Palacio de Cortés, also in Cuernavaca. Such analogies 
are purely formal, since Renau exalted the epic of discovery and 
colonization while Rivera, who Azuela sees as refunctionalizing 
the “Black Legend,” decried the conquest and its incarnation in 

39
 Salvador Albiñana, “México ilustrado,” in México ilustrado. Libros, revis-
tas y carteles, 1920–1950, ed. Albiñana, 2nd ed. (Mexico City: Conaculta-
Editorial RM, 2014), 21.
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existential condition. “I think that exile is an essential dimen-
sion of human life,” said María Zambrano upon her return to 
Spain in 1984.

43

“There was a great deal left for us to do, to say, to live,” Juan 
Gil-Albert recollected of the Mexican years, “but we would have 
to do it away from our homes and our land, far from what gave 
our lives their very meaning—the coherence of a local, material, 
spiritual situation. We were distant, dispersed, and disoriented: 
banished.” The poet never got over that sense of distance, and re-
turned, saddened and deeply in need of his world, in 1947.

44
 The 

sense of solitude and dispersal came quickly. During his brief 
stay in Paris on his way to the United States, Moreno Villa saw 
Pio Baroja, Xavier Zubiri, Luis Buñuel, Luis Araquistáin, Rafael 
Alberti, Ángel Gaos, and Luis Lacasa. “One was already start-
ing to come across half of Spain scattered around the world,” 
he recalled. One of those friends, Buñuel, soon wrote to him 
from Los Angeles: “Any news you can give me on anybody and 
anything will be new to me, since I lie here in the most terrible 
isolation.”

45

In 1949, Ángel Gaos formulated the polemical notion of the 
transterrado, the “transposed exile,” which he had proposed in 
1943 as an alternative to desterrado, or “banished.” The theory 
of the two homelands, with Spain as the country of origin and 
Mexico, which was also a portion of Spain, as the destination, 

43
 Sinaia. Diario de la primera expedición de republicanos españolea a México 
(facsimile edition), foreword and epilogue by Adolfo Sánchez Vázquez 
(Mexico City: UAM-UNAM-La Oca Editores-Redacta, 1989). Jarnés’s 
note is in no. 3 (May 28, 1939). María Zambrano, Las palabras del regreso 
(Madrid: Cátedra, 2009).

44
 Juan Gil-Albert, Memorabilia (Barcelona: Tusquets, 1975), 262. Sánchez 
Barbudo, Ensayos y recuerdos, 74.

45
 Moreno Villa, Vida en claro, 236. Buñuel’s letter is dated March 14, 1939: 
“I am trying to work in Hollywood in my profession, which is not easy 
but I think I’ll soon manage it.… My friend Pepe: my sole ambition— 
I don’t know if it’s a late one—is to earn a name for myself and enough 
money to make life bearable for the good friends who are going to need 
it. If I don’t succeed, so much the worse for everyone.” El Colegio de 
México, Archivo Histórico, Fondo Antiguo, Folder 9/1.
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that encompassed publishing, distribution, and sales. In 1940 
he opened a bookshop, La Librería de Cristal, designed by the 
architect Arturo Sáenz de la Calzada and noted with praise by 
the New York Times. Also an art gallery, it hosted the first exhibi-
tion of Hispano Mexican artists, an initiative that was not to be 
repeated until 1952, when it was revived in response to the first 
Bienal Hispanoamericana de Arte organized a year earlier by 
Francoist Spain. Giménez Siles was the promoter of Romance. 
Revista popular hispanoamericana (1940–41), the brainchild of the 
editorial team that had created Hora de España. Directed by Juan 
Rejano and designed by Prieto, it was among the best magazines 
produced in exile, with sections on art, culture, and thought as 
well as book reviews. Mexican writers made contributions, but 
the editorial team was entirely Spanish. It did not take long for a 
crisis to emerge between the management and the editorial staff. 
In the opinion of Giménez Siles—the author of some interesting 
memoirs—the cause was an attempt by the Communist Party  
to exercise undue influence on the editorial line, while in that 
of the editorial staff, it was the management’s intention to impose 
the appointment of Martín Luis Guzmán as editor in chief, as in 
fact occurred starting with the seventeenth issue of the twenty-
four that were published.33 With the encouragement of Manuel 
Andújar and José Ramón Arana, Las Españas appeared in 1946 
and continued until 1963. The heir to the legacy of España Per-
egrina, it was intended to provide an arena for political debate 
while reaching out to those still in Spain. A relative neglect of 
American matters, together with the example of the Boletín de 
la Unión de Intelectuales Españoles in France, which was trying 
to bring together the different factions in exile, lay at the ori-
gin of another journal, UltraMar (1947). It had an elegant design 
by Prieto, who wrote in the first issue on Gutiérrez-Solana, a 

33 Romance. Revista Popular Hispanoamericana, introduction by Antonio 
Sánchez-Barbudo, general and author indices prepared by Francisco 
Caudet (Glashütten im Taurus: Detlev; Nendeln: Kraus Reprint, 1974). 
Sánchez Barbudo admitted that it was a discourtesy to make the entire 
editorial staff Spanish.
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undoubtedly helped the asylum seekers to adapt. Years later, 
these ideas came under fire from the philosopher Adolfo Sánchez 
Vázquez, a passenger on the Sinaia and a frequent contributor 
to the journals mentioned above. Banishment, he wrote in 1977, 
has no end. It is not a simple transplantation, since the banished 
person lives in a state of permanent uprootedness and tension. 
Claudio Guillén, another child of the exile, also rejected Gaos’s 
suggestion. In his induction speech at the Real Academia in 
Madrid, he called it “anodyne corniness, which responded not 
to reality but to the pressure of certain Latin American national-
isms, and also to the gratitude of the refugees for the hospitality 
shown by those countries.” Nevertheless, transtierro, with its 
figure of the “transplanted” exile, was adopted by a good num-
ber of refugees as their own, and continues to enjoy a certain 
popularity to this day.

46

Gaos integrated himself in Mexico, where he died with 
none of the interest in returning that obsessed so many of those 
in exile. Also in 1949, Juan José Domenchina published Perpetuo 
arraigo, an anthology of his Mexican poetry. These verses, he 
says, were “written in Mexico, but from Spain, through a decade 
of hopeless and nostalgic grief.”

47

These names illustrate the two attitudes to banishment that 
Claudio Guillén traces back to the classical tradition. The first 
is the Horatian stance of serene disdain and of the world as the 
homeland, while the other is the Ovidian sentiment of grief and 
lamentation.

48
 Between the two, however, lay many others during 

those years in Mexico. It was then that Aub, nostalgic but not 
self-absorbed, published his magazine Sala de Espera (Waiting 

46
 Adolfo Sánchez Vázquez, “El exilio del 39. Del destierro al trastierro,” 
Claves de Razón Práctica, no. 101 (2000): 4–9. Claudio Guillén, De la con-
tinuidad. Tiempos de historia y de cultura (Madrid: Real Academia Espa-
ñola, 2003), 39. See the text by Vicente Llorens, “Cuestión de palabras” 
(n.d.), in Vicente Llorens. Estudios y ensayos sobre el exilio republicano de 1939, 
ed. Manuel Aznar Soler (Seville: Renacimiento, 2006).

47
 Juan José Domenchina, Perpetuo arraigo (Mexico City: Signo, 1949).

48
 Claudio Guillén, El sol de los desterrados: literatura y exilio (Barcelona: 
Quaderns Crema, 1995).
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“Spaniard of despair” and a harsh and skeptical painter with 
a charming love for a world that showed “the blackened entrail 
that distills the tragedy of the Spanish.” This issue was both 
the first and the last. It vanished owing to the discrepancies that 
arose over the relationship between cultural creation and the 
anti-Francoist struggle. Part of the editorial staff created Nuestro 
Tiempo (1949), also designed by Prieto, which was the organ of 
the Spanish Communist Party.34

“I’m buying Pedro Garfías’s book Primavera en Eaton 
Hastings from him so that he won’t die of hunger,” wrote Alfonso 
Reyes in his diary. Considered one of the finest volumes of poetry 
written in exile, Primavera en Eaton Hastings was published in 
1941 (the cover says 1939) by Tezontle, actually a fictional pub-
lisher, as Reyes confessed to Paz, created by Fondo de Cultura 
Económica in 1940 for books that were fully or partly paid for by 

34 James Valender and Gabriel Rojo Leyva, Las Españas. Historia de una 
revista del exilio (1946–1963) (Mexico City: El Colegio de México, 1999). 
UltraMar. Revista mensual de Cultura, facsimile edition with introductory 
study by James Valender (Mexico City: El Colegio de México, 1993).

L
ib

re
rí

a 
de

 C
ri

st
al

, d
es

ig
n

ed
 b

y 
A

rt
u

ro
 S

áe
n

z 
de

 la
 C

al
za

da
 f

or
 E

D
IA

P
SA

, P
er

go
la

 o
f 

th
e 

A
lm

ad
en

a 
P

ar
k,

 M
ex

ic
o 

C
it

y,
 1

94
0 

(d
em

ol
is

he
d)

 

Distant, Dispersed, and Disoriented

272

Salvador Albiñana

T
h

e M
ex

ican
 m

agazin
e Futuro, M

arch
 19

40
, 

N
ovem

ber 19
41, Jan

u
ary 19

42, A
pril 19

43, 
cover design

 by Josep R
en

au



278

Room), whose first issue in June 1948 bore the line “He who 
waits, despairs.” He appears eventually to have despaired, clos-
ing down the magazine in 1951 because, as he confessed, Mexico 
had become not so much a Waiting Room as a Living Room.

49

The start of the Cold War in 1947 put an end to any longing 
to return, and absence continued to stretch out time. The ever 
precarious soul of Eugenio Ímaz was sickened and finally beaten 
when the consolidation of Franco’s regime became a certainty 
around 1950, and he committed suicide in January 1951 in a hotel 
in the port of Veracruz, perhaps, like Stefan Zweig some time 
before in Brazil, “after so many years of wandering without a 
homeland.” Some had melancholy fantasies. Aub, for instance, 
momentarily imagined a Spain where there had been no civil war, 
and visualized himself reading his induction speech to the Real 
Academia, where he occupied the chair left vacant by Ramón 
del Valle-Inclán.

50
 Others evoked places. That is what Buñuel did 

when he had his new house built in 1952, asking the architect, 
his friend Arturo Sáenz de la Calzada, to use hard-burned bricks 
in memory of the Residencia de Estudiantes in Madrid.

“Through these ten years of emigration,” wrote the editors 
of Las Españas in 1949, “the idea and the feeling of Spain, of its 
traditional democratic and humanist essences, are about to be 
extinguished in the younger exiled generation.”

51
 The growing 

volte-face in the international political situation, culminating 
with Spain’s entry into the United Nations in 1955, combined 

49
 Sala de Espera, facsimile edition with prologue by Manuel Aznar, 3 vols. 
(Segorbe: Fundación Max Aub, 2000).

50
 Written in 1956, the date of the fictitious induction, the speech was en-
titled “El teatro español sacado a la luz de las tinieblas de nuestro tiem-
po” (The Spanish Theater Drawn into the Light from the Darkness of 
Our Time). Max Aub and Antonio Muñoz Molina, Destierro y destiempo. 
Dos discursos de ingreso en la Academia (Valencia: Pre-Textos, 2004). In 
Mainer’s opinion, the speech “was the confession of a personal failure 
and the denunciation of a historical need, that of having a public for 
which to write and a literary institution with which to feel implicated.” 
José-Carlos Mainer, “A la intemperie: Max Aub, los intelectuales y la 
guerra fría,” El Correo de Euclides, no. 1 (2006): 41–52.

51
 Las Españas 4, no. 11 (January 29, 1949).
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with the arrival of a new generation to mark a turning point for 
those in exile at a time when the center of political and cultural 
activity was gravitating toward France and the interior of Spain, 
a country Max Aub was unable to recognize on his first journey 
back. It was from there that Mathias Goeritz arrived in 1949 with 
abstraction under his arm, and from there too came a young 
Vicente Rojo, an early disciple of Miguel Prieto who was close to 
the international artistic forms that helped to break the muralist 
hegemony. Another loop between Mexico and Spain. But that is 
another story from the same story.
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their authors. This was a frequent publishing practice among the 
exiled Spaniards.35 The first title it brought out was La rama viva 
by Francisco Giner de los Ríos, with a prologue by Juan Ramón 
Jiménez. As the author recalled years later, the covers had “a sim-
ple vignette by Moreno Villa, and alternated typefaces in black 
and green on a fawn cardboard that has lasted quite a long time 
in the collection.… Max Aub also went on to introduce colors as 
bright as his shirts, and the custom of front and back flaps.”36 
In Aub’s work, this publisher is indeed frequently credited, for 
books such as Campo cerrado (1943), the first part of El laberinto 
mágico, with a dust jacket by Miguel Prieto; and No son cuentos 
(1944), with cover lettering drawn by Josep Renau, a collection 
of stories about the war, the camps, and the exile that can also be 
read as a novel. “Yo no invento nada” (I Invent Nothing) is the 
title of but one of the stories. It was also Tezontle that published 
one of Aub’s finest creations, Jusep Torres Campalans (1958).37

The art of the exiled Spaniards presents a complex and elu-
sive panorama. There was easel painting of very different kinds, 
but the most outstanding work was done in illustration, graphic 
design, and poster art, mediums that allowed the Spaniards to 
join the Mexican art scene.38 In 1944, Francisco Díaz de León, 
one of the pioneers of modern Mexican graphic arts and the de-
signer of the Fondo de Cultura Económica logo, wrote “Nuestros 
carteles,” a brief commentary on poster art that, without giving 

35 Sheridan, “Refugachos: Escenas del exilio español,” 103.
36 Francisco Giner de los Ríos, “Tezontle,” in Libro conmemorativo del 45 ani-

versario de Fondo de Cultura Económica (Mexico City: FCE, 1980), 182, 210.
37 Aub also published his Diario de Djelfa, a carefully produced author’s 

edition with six photographs, in 1944. Christopher Domínguez Michael 
includes Aub in his Diccionario crítico de la literatura mexicana, 1955–2011 
(Mexico City: FCE, 2012), and makes special mention of his uncommon 
willingness to be integrated into Mexican culture.

38 Miguel Cabañas Bravo, “Los artistas del exilio de 1939 en México. Ca-
racterización y panorámica,” in Laberintos. Revista de los exilios culturales 
españoles, no. 17 (2015): 97–116. See also Javier Pérez Segura, “Lost in the 
Blind Maze: Spanish Artists in Exile,” in The Thirties: Theater of Cruelty, 
Place of Encounter, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía 
(Madrid: MNCARS, 2013), 307–19, esp. 309.
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Room), whose first issue in June 1948 bore the line “He who 
waits, despairs.” He appears eventually to have despaired, clos-
ing down the magazine in 1951 because, as he confessed, Mexico 
had become not so much a Waiting Room as a Living Room.49

The start of the Cold War in 1947 put an end to any longing 
to return, and absence continued to stretch out time. The ever 
precarious soul of Eugenio Ímaz was sickened and finally beaten 
when the consolidation of Franco’s regime became a certainty 
around 1950, and he committed suicide in January 1951 in a hotel 
in the port of Veracruz, perhaps, like Stefan Zweig some time 
before in Brazil, “after so many years of wandering without a 
homeland.” Some had melancholy fantasies. Aub, for instance, 
momentarily imagined a Spain where there had been no civil war, 
and visualized himself reading his induction speech to the Real 
Academia, where he occupied the chair left vacant by Ramón 
del Valle-Inclán.50 Others evoked places. That is what Buñuel did 
when he had his new house built in 1952, asking the architect, 
his friend Arturo Sáenz de la Calzada, to use hard-burned bricks 
in memory of the Residencia de Estudiantes in Madrid.

“Through these ten years of emigration,” wrote the editors 
of Las Españas in 1949, “the idea and the feeling of Spain, of its 
traditional democratic and humanist essences, are about to be 
extinguished in the younger exiled generation.”51 The growing 
volte-face in the international political situation, culminating 
with Spain’s entry into the United Nations in 1955, combined 

49 Sala de Espera, facsimile edition with prologue by Manuel Aznar, 3 vols. 
(Segorbe: Fundación Max Aub, 2000).

50 Written in 1956, the date of the fictitious induction, the speech was en-
titled “El teatro español sacado a la luz de las tinieblas de nuestro tiem-
po” (The Spanish Theater Drawn into the Light from the Darkness of 
Our Time). Max Aub and Antonio Muñoz Molina, Destierro y destiempo. 
Dos discursos de ingreso en la Academia (Valencia: Pre-Textos, 2004). In 
Mainer’s opinion, the speech “was the confession of a personal failure 
and the denunciation of a historical need, that of having a public for 
which to write and a literary institution with which to feel implicated.” 
José-Carlos Mainer, “A la intemperie: Max Aub, los intelectuales y la 
guerra fría,” El Correo de Euclides, no. 1 (2006): 41–52.

51 Las Españas 4, no. 11 (January 29, 1949).
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with the arrival of a new generation to mark a turning point for 
those in exile at a time when the center of political and cultural 
activity was gravitating toward France and the interior of Spain, 
a country Max Aub was unable to recognize on his first journey 
back. It was from there that Mathias Goeritz arrived in 1949 with 
abstraction under his arm, and from there too came a young 
Vicente Rojo, an early disciple of Miguel Prieto who was close to 
the international artistic forms that helped to break the muralist 
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their authors. This was a frequent publishing practice among the 
exiled Spaniards.

35
 The first title it brought out was La rama viva 

by Francisco Giner de los Ríos, with a prologue by Juan Ramón 
Jiménez. As the author recalled years later, the covers had “a sim-
ple vignette by Moreno Villa, and alternated typefaces in black 
and green on a fawn cardboard that has lasted quite a long time 
in the collection.… Max Aub also went on to introduce colors as 
bright as his shirts, and the custom of front and back flaps.”

36
 

In Aub’s work, this publisher is indeed frequently credited, for 
books such as Campo cerrado (1943), the first part of El laberinto 
mágico, with a dust jacket by Miguel Prieto; and No son cuentos 
(1944), with cover lettering drawn by Josep Renau, a collection 
of stories about the war, the camps, and the exile that can also be 
read as a novel. “Yo no invento nada” (I Invent Nothing) is the 
title of but one of the stories. It was also Tezontle that published 
one of Aub’s finest creations, Jusep Torres Campalans (1958).

37

The art of the exiled Spaniards presents a complex and elu-
sive panorama. There was easel painting of very different kinds, 
but the most outstanding work was done in illustration, graphic 
design, and poster art, mediums that allowed the Spaniards to 
join the Mexican art scene.

38
 In 1944, Francisco Díaz de León, 

one of the pioneers of modern Mexican graphic arts and the de-
signer of the Fondo de Cultura Económica logo, wrote “Nuestros 
carteles,” a brief commentary on poster art that, without giving 

35
 Sheridan, “Refugachos: Escenas del exilio español,” 103.

36
 Francisco Giner de los Ríos, “Tezontle,” in Libro conmemorativo del 45 ani-
versario de Fondo de Cultura Económica (Mexico City: FCE, 1980), 182, 210.

37
 Aub also published his Diario de Djelfa, a carefully produced author’s 
edition with six photographs, in 1944. Christopher Domínguez Michael 
includes Aub in his Diccionario crítico de la literatura mexicana, 1955–2011 
(Mexico City: FCE, 2012), and makes special mention of his uncommon 
willingness to be integrated into Mexican culture.

38
 Miguel Cabañas Bravo, “Los artistas del exilio de 1939 en México. Ca-
racterización y panorámica,” in Laberintos. Revista de los exilios culturales 
españoles, no. 17 (2015): 97–116. See also Javier Pérez Segura, “Lost in the 
Blind Maze: Spanish Artists in Exile,” in The Thirties: Theater of Cruelty, 
Place of Encounter, exh. cat. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía 
(Madrid: MNCARS, 2013), 307–19, esp. 309.

Salvador Albiñana



277

undoubtedly helped the asylum seekers to adapt. Years later, 
these ideas came under fire from the philosopher Adolfo Sánchez 
Vázquez, a passenger on the Sinaia and a frequent contributor 
to the journals mentioned above. Banishment, he wrote in 1977, 
has no end. It is not a simple transplantation, since the banished 
person lives in a state of permanent uprootedness and tension. 
Claudio Guillén, another child of the exile, also rejected Gaos’s 
suggestion. In his induction speech at the Real Academia in 
Madrid, he called it “anodyne corniness, which responded not 
to reality but to the pressure of certain Latin American national-
isms, and also to the gratitude of the refugees for the hospitality 
shown by those countries.” Nevertheless, transtierro, with its 
figure of the “transplanted” exile, was adopted by a good num-
ber of refugees as their own, and continues to enjoy a certain 
popularity to this day.46

Gaos integrated himself in Mexico, where he died with 
none of the interest in returning that obsessed so many of those 
in exile. Also in 1949, Juan José Domenchina published Perpetuo 
arraigo, an anthology of his Mexican poetry. These verses, he 
says, were “written in Mexico, but from Spain, through a decade 
of hopeless and nostalgic grief.”47

These names illustrate the two attitudes to banishment that 
Claudio Guillén traces back to the classical tradition. The first 
is the Horatian stance of serene disdain and of the world as the 
homeland, while the other is the Ovidian sentiment of grief and 
lamentation.48 Between the two, however, lay many others during 
those years in Mexico. It was then that Aub, nostalgic but not 
self-absorbed, published his magazine Sala de Espera (Waiting 

46 Adolfo Sánchez Vázquez, “El exilio del 39. Del destierro al trastierro,” 
Claves de Razón Práctica, no. 101 (2000): 4–9. Claudio Guillén, De la con-
tinuidad. Tiempos de historia y de cultura (Madrid: Real Academia Espa-
ñola, 2003), 39. See the text by Vicente Llorens, “Cuestión de palabras” 
(n.d.), in Vicente Llorens. Estudios y ensayos sobre el exilio republicano de 1939, 
ed. Manuel Aznar Soler (Seville: Renacimiento, 2006).

47 Juan José Domenchina, Perpetuo arraigo (Mexico City: Signo, 1949).
48 Claudio Guillén, El sol de los desterrados: literatura y exilio (Barcelona: 

Quaderns Crema, 1995).
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names, celebrated the influence of Spanish artists on the greater 
“typographical hygiene” seen in commercial printing.39

Those laboring in poster art included exiles such as José 
Espert and Germán Horacio, but the most influential work was 
that of Josep Renau, who during his time in Mexico (1939–58) 
produced a broad and rather versatile range of posters. There he 
began the series The American Way of Life, which he would finish 
in Berlin. The professionalization of design was greatly aided by 
the creation of Empresa-Imagen. Publicidad Plástica, a family-run 
workshop that injected new life into cinema posters and commer-
cial and political advertising. From 1940 to 1946, it put out nearly 
forty covers for Futuro, the magazine of the Universidad Obrera 
(Workers’ University). Conceived as posters, these images of Mex-
ico, popular demands, and support for the Allies in World War II 
are reminiscent of Renau’s work during the Civil War. The artist 
also became interested in mural painting. After finishing the Re-
trato de la burguesía, he and Manuela Ballester offered to paint a 
second mural for the Electricians’ Union entitled La electrificación 
de México acabará con la miseria del pueblo (The Electrification of 
Mexico will End the Misery of the People), although the idea, 
inspired by a recent book by Gabriel García Maroto, eventually 
came to nothing. Between 1946 and 1950, Renau began one of 
his most ambitious works, a set of murals for the Hotel Casino de 
la Selva in Cuernavaca. The project was never concluded owing to 
disagreements with the client, the Spaniard Manuel Suárez. The 
only part he managed to finish, with the aid of Manuela Ballester, 
was the mural España hacia América (Spain Toward America), 
which displays certain analogies with the frescoes on the history 
of Mexico with which Rivera had decorated the Palacio Nacio-
nal and the Palacio de Cortés, also in Cuernavaca. Such analogies 
are purely formal, since Renau exalted the epic of discovery and 
colonization while Rivera, who Azuela sees as refunctionalizing 
the “Black Legend,” decried the conquest and its incarnation in 

39 Salvador Albiñana, “México ilustrado,” in México ilustrado. Libros, revis-
tas y carteles, 1920–1950, ed. Albiñana, 2nd ed. (Mexico City: Conaculta-
Editorial RM, 2014), 21.
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existential condition. “I think that exile is an essential dimen-
sion of human life,” said María Zambrano upon her return to 
Spain in 1984.43

“There was a great deal left for us to do, to say, to live,” Juan 
Gil-Albert recollected of the Mexican years, “but we would have 
to do it away from our homes and our land, far from what gave 
our lives their very meaning—the coherence of a local, material, 
spiritual situation. We were distant, dispersed, and disoriented: 
banished.” The poet never got over that sense of distance, and re-
turned, saddened and deeply in need of his world, in 1947.44 The 
sense of solitude and dispersal came quickly. During his brief 
stay in Paris on his way to the United States, Moreno Villa saw 
Pio Baroja, Xavier Zubiri, Luis Buñuel, Luis Araquistáin, Rafael 
Alberti, Ángel Gaos, and Luis Lacasa. “One was already start-
ing to come across half of Spain scattered around the world,” 
he recalled. One of those friends, Buñuel, soon wrote to him 
from Los Angeles: “Any news you can give me on anybody and 
anything will be new to me, since I lie here in the most terrible 
isolation.”45

In 1949, Ángel Gaos formulated the polemical notion of the 
transterrado, the “transposed exile,” which he had proposed in 
1943 as an alternative to desterrado, or “banished.” The theory 
of the two homelands, with Spain as the country of origin and 
Mexico, which was also a portion of Spain, as the destination, 

43 Sinaia. Diario de la primera expedición de republicanos españolea a México 
(facsimile edition), foreword and epilogue by Adolfo Sánchez Vázquez 
(Mexico City: UAM-UNAM-La Oca Editores-Redacta, 1989). Jarnés’s 
note is in no. 3 (May 28, 1939). María Zambrano, Las palabras del regreso 
(Madrid: Cátedra, 2009).

44 Juan Gil-Albert, Memorabilia (Barcelona: Tusquets, 1975), 262. Sánchez 
Barbudo, Ensayos y recuerdos, 74.

45 Moreno Villa, Vida en claro, 236. Buñuel’s letter is dated March 14, 1939: 
“I am trying to work in Hollywood in my profession, which is not easy 
but I think I’ll soon manage it.… My friend Pepe: my sole ambition— 
I don’t know if it’s a late one—is to earn a name for myself and enough 
money to make life bearable for the good friends who are going to need 
it. If I don’t succeed, so much the worse for everyone.” El Colegio de 
México, Archivo Histórico, Fondo Antiguo, Folder 9/1.
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Hernán Cortés. In Renau’s Mexican work, which also combines 
formal experimentation, political commitment, and advertising, 
we see confirmation of Jordana Mendelson’s affirmation that the 
1930s should not be regarded as closing with the end of the Span-
ish Civil War and the start of World War II, since their influence 
was prolonged throughout the following decade.40

“In his last years, typography was his dominant occupa-
tion,” wrote Fernando Benítez in his obituary of his friend Miguel 
Prieto, who died in 1956. From 1948 to 1956, Prieto was the artis-
tic director of the Press and Propaganda Department of the In-
stituto Nacional de Bellas Artes, where he produced perhaps his 
most complete graphic work at the request of Fernando Gamboa: 
hand programs, labels, tickets, books, brochures, and catalogues 
like the one for the inauguration of the Museo Nacional de Artes 
Plásticas (1949), as well as his Diego Rivera. Cincuenta años de su 
labor artística (1951), a key reference work on the painter and mu-
ralist. A year earlier, he had designed the first edition of Pablo 
Neruda’s Canto General for Talleres Gráficos de la Nación. This 
was a tribute to the elegant Bodoni typeface and featured end-
papers illustrated by Rivera and Siqueiros.41

Among the odd and isolated artists, one worthy of mention 
is Gabriel García Maroto, whose second phase in Mexico, little 
researched to date, is narrated in his autobiographical Promoción 
de México. Caminos hacia su integración (1958). Interested in artis-
tic pedagogy and the study of the landscape, the culture, and the 
problems of rural Mexico, which he recorded in numerous pho-
tographs, pamphlets, and books, his outstanding achievement 
was his Arquitectura popular de México, published in 1952 with a 
design by Prieto, by then assisted by Vicente Rojo.42

40 Albert Forment, ed., Josep Renau. Catalogue raisonné (Valencia: IVAM, 
2003).

41 Juan Manuel Bonet, “Miguel Prieto, maestro tipógrafo,” in Miguel Prieto. 
La armonía y la furia, ed. Patricia de la Puente, exh. cat. Antiguo Con-
vento de la Merced, Cuidad Real et al. (Madrid: Ministerio de Cultura, 
2007).

42 Gabriel García Maroto, Arquitectura popular de México (Mexico City: 
INBA, 1952), with design by Miguel Prieto. In 1940 he published México 
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Against Homesickness

In the cyclostyled newspaper that accompanied the Sinaia on its 
crossing, Jarnés published a brief note entitled “Against Home-
sickness.” “There are seasickness pills going round,” he advised, 
“and pills against homesickness should also be circulated so as to 
eradicate it completely, because this isn’t the moment to wallow 
in the time we have lost but to sink our wills into the future.” 
However, it was not an easy thing to overcome. Some, such as 
the architect Tomás Bilbao, did not even try. Others imagined 
solutions for living with a nostalgia that was to diminish with 
time. The generic term of “exile” tends to mask the biographi-
cal variety of those who were forced to cling to an uncertain 
future. There were also those who transcended the historical 
and circumstantial dimension of the exile and turned it into an 

electrificado, which was at one point considered by Renau and Ballester as 
the subject for a mural, though nothing came of the idea.
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Hernán Cortés. In Renau’s Mexican work, which also combines 
formal experimentation, political commitment, and advertising, 
we see confirmation of Jordana Mendelson’s affirmation that the 
1930s should not be regarded as closing with the end of the Span-
ish Civil War and the start of World War II, since their influence 
was prolonged throughout the following decade.40

“In his last years, typography was his dominant occupa-
tion,” wrote Fernando Benítez in his obituary of his friend Miguel 
Prieto, who died in 1956. From 1948 to 1956, Prieto was the artis-
tic director of the Press and Propaganda Department of the In-
stituto Nacional de Bellas Artes, where he produced perhaps his 
most complete graphic work at the request of Fernando Gamboa: 
hand programs, labels, tickets, books, brochures, and catalogues 
like the one for the inauguration of the Museo Nacional de Artes 
Plásticas (1949), as well as his Diego Rivera. Cincuenta años de su 
labor artística (1951), a key reference work on the painter and mu-
ralist. A year earlier, he had designed the first edition of Pablo 
Neruda’s Canto General for Talleres Gráficos de la Nación. This 
was a tribute to the elegant Bodoni typeface and featured end-
papers illustrated by Rivera and Siqueiros.41

Among the odd and isolated artists, one worthy of mention 
is Gabriel García Maroto, whose second phase in Mexico, little 
researched to date, is narrated in his autobiographical Promoción 
de México. Caminos hacia su integración (1958). Interested in artis-
tic pedagogy and the study of the landscape, the culture, and the 
problems of rural Mexico, which he recorded in numerous pho-
tographs, pamphlets, and books, his outstanding achievement 
was his Arquitectura popular de México, published in 1952 with a 
design by Prieto, by then assisted by Vicente Rojo.42

40 Albert Forment, ed., Josep Renau. Catalogue raisonné (Valencia: IVAM, 
2003).

41 Juan Manuel Bonet, “Miguel Prieto, maestro tipógrafo,” in Miguel Prieto. 
La armonía y la furia, ed. Patricia de la Puente, exh. cat. Antiguo Con-
vento de la Merced, Cuidad Real et al. (Madrid: Ministerio de Cultura, 
2007).

42 Gabriel García Maroto, Arquitectura popular de México (Mexico City: 
INBA, 1952), with design by Miguel Prieto. In 1940 he published México 
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“and pills against homesickness should also be circulated so as to 
eradicate it completely, because this isn’t the moment to wallow 
in the time we have lost but to sink our wills into the future.” 
However, it was not an easy thing to overcome. Some, such as 
the architect Tomás Bilbao, did not even try. Others imagined 
solutions for living with a nostalgia that was to diminish with 
time. The generic term of “exile” tends to mask the biographi-
cal variety of those who were forced to cling to an uncertain 
future. There were also those who transcended the historical 
and circumstantial dimension of the exile and turned it into an 

electrificado, which was at one point considered by Renau and Ballester as 
the subject for a mural, though nothing came of the idea.
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names, celebrated the influence of Spanish artists on the greater 
“typographical hygiene” seen in commercial printing.39

Those laboring in poster art included exiles such as José 
Espert and Germán Horacio, but the most influential work was 
that of Josep Renau, who during his time in Mexico (1939–58) 
produced a broad and rather versatile range of posters. There he 
began the series The American Way of Life, which he would finish 
in Berlin. The professionalization of design was greatly aided by 
the creation of Empresa-Imagen. Publicidad Plástica, a family-run 
workshop that injected new life into cinema posters and commer-
cial and political advertising. From 1940 to 1946, it put out nearly 
forty covers for Futuro, the magazine of the Universidad Obrera 
(Workers’ University). Conceived as posters, these images of Mex-
ico, popular demands, and support for the Allies in World War II 
are reminiscent of Renau’s work during the Civil War. The artist 
also became interested in mural painting. After finishing the Re-
trato de la burguesía, he and Manuela Ballester offered to paint a 
second mural for the Electricians’ Union entitled La electrificación 
de México acabará con la miseria del pueblo (The Electrification of 
Mexico will End the Misery of the People), although the idea, 
inspired by a recent book by Gabriel García Maroto, eventually 
came to nothing. Between 1946 and 1950, Renau began one of 
his most ambitious works, a set of murals for the Hotel Casino de 
la Selva in Cuernavaca. The project was never concluded owing to 
disagreements with the client, the Spaniard Manuel Suárez. The 
only part he managed to finish, with the aid of Manuela Ballester, 
was the mural España hacia América (Spain Toward America), 
which displays certain analogies with the frescoes on the history 
of Mexico with which Rivera had decorated the Palacio Nacio-
nal and the Palacio de Cortés, also in Cuernavaca. Such analogies 
are purely formal, since Renau exalted the epic of discovery and 
colonization while Rivera, who Azuela sees as refunctionalizing 
the “Black Legend,” decried the conquest and its incarnation in 

39 Salvador Albiñana, “México ilustrado,” in México ilustrado. Libros, revis-
tas y carteles, 1920–1950, ed. Albiñana, 2nd ed. (Mexico City: Conaculta-
Editorial RM, 2014), 21.
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existential condition. “I think that exile is an essential dimen-
sion of human life,” said María Zambrano upon her return to 
Spain in 1984.43

“There was a great deal left for us to do, to say, to live,” Juan 
Gil-Albert recollected of the Mexican years, “but we would have 
to do it away from our homes and our land, far from what gave 
our lives their very meaning—the coherence of a local, material, 
spiritual situation. We were distant, dispersed, and disoriented: 
banished.” The poet never got over that sense of distance, and re-
turned, saddened and deeply in need of his world, in 1947.44 The 
sense of solitude and dispersal came quickly. During his brief 
stay in Paris on his way to the United States, Moreno Villa saw 
Pio Baroja, Xavier Zubiri, Luis Buñuel, Luis Araquistáin, Rafael 
Alberti, Ángel Gaos, and Luis Lacasa. “One was already start-
ing to come across half of Spain scattered around the world,” 
he recalled. One of those friends, Buñuel, soon wrote to him 
from Los Angeles: “Any news you can give me on anybody and 
anything will be new to me, since I lie here in the most terrible 
isolation.”45

In 1949, Ángel Gaos formulated the polemical notion of the 
transterrado, the “transposed exile,” which he had proposed in 
1943 as an alternative to desterrado, or “banished.” The theory 
of the two homelands, with Spain as the country of origin and 
Mexico, which was also a portion of Spain, as the destination, 

43 Sinaia. Diario de la primera expedición de republicanos españolea a México 
(facsimile edition), foreword and epilogue by Adolfo Sánchez Vázquez 
(Mexico City: UAM-UNAM-La Oca Editores-Redacta, 1989). Jarnés’s 
note is in no. 3 (May 28, 1939). María Zambrano, Las palabras del regreso 
(Madrid: Cátedra, 2009).

44 Juan Gil-Albert, Memorabilia (Barcelona: Tusquets, 1975), 262. Sánchez 
Barbudo, Ensayos y recuerdos, 74.

45 Moreno Villa, Vida en claro, 236. Buñuel’s letter is dated March 14, 1939: 
“I am trying to work in Hollywood in my profession, which is not easy 
but I think I’ll soon manage it.… My friend Pepe: my sole ambition— 
I don’t know if it’s a late one—is to earn a name for myself and enough 
money to make life bearable for the good friends who are going to need 
it. If I don’t succeed, so much the worse for everyone.” El Colegio de 
México, Archivo Histórico, Fondo Antiguo, Folder 9/1.
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undoubtedly helped the asylum seekers to adapt. Years later, 
these ideas came under fire from the philosopher Adolfo Sánchez 
Vázquez, a passenger on the Sinaia and a frequent contributor 
to the journals mentioned above. Banishment, he wrote in 1977, 
has no end. It is not a simple transplantation, since the banished 
person lives in a state of permanent uprootedness and tension. 
Claudio Guillén, another child of the exile, also rejected Gaos’s 
suggestion. In his induction speech at the Real Academia in 
Madrid, he called it “anodyne corniness, which responded not 
to reality but to the pressure of certain Latin American national-
isms, and also to the gratitude of the refugees for the hospitality 
shown by those countries.” Nevertheless, transtierro, with its 
figure of the “transplanted” exile, was adopted by a good num-
ber of refugees as their own, and continues to enjoy a certain 
popularity to this day.46

Gaos integrated himself in Mexico, where he died with 
none of the interest in returning that obsessed so many of those 
in exile. Also in 1949, Juan José Domenchina published Perpetuo 
arraigo, an anthology of his Mexican poetry. These verses, he 
says, were “written in Mexico, but from Spain, through a decade 
of hopeless and nostalgic grief.”47

These names illustrate the two attitudes to banishment that 
Claudio Guillén traces back to the classical tradition. The first 
is the Horatian stance of serene disdain and of the world as the 
homeland, while the other is the Ovidian sentiment of grief and 
lamentation.48 Between the two, however, lay many others during 
those years in Mexico. It was then that Aub, nostalgic but not 
self-absorbed, published his magazine Sala de Espera (Waiting 

46 Adolfo Sánchez Vázquez, “El exilio del 39. Del destierro al trastierro,” 
Claves de Razón Práctica, no. 101 (2000): 4–9. Claudio Guillén, De la con-
tinuidad. Tiempos de historia y de cultura (Madrid: Real Academia Espa-
ñola, 2003), 39. See the text by Vicente Llorens, “Cuestión de palabras” 
(n.d.), in Vicente Llorens. Estudios y ensayos sobre el exilio republicano de 1939, 
ed. Manuel Aznar Soler (Seville: Renacimiento, 2006).

47 Juan José Domenchina, Perpetuo arraigo (Mexico City: Signo, 1949).
48 Claudio Guillén, El sol de los desterrados: literatura y exilio (Barcelona: 

Quaderns Crema, 1995).
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Room), whose first issue in June 1948 bore the line “He who 
waits, despairs.” He appears eventually to have despaired, clos-
ing down the magazine in 1951 because, as he confessed, Mexico 
had become not so much a Waiting Room as a Living Room.49

The start of the Cold War in 1947 put an end to any longing 
to return, and absence continued to stretch out time. The ever 
precarious soul of Eugenio Ímaz was sickened and finally beaten 
when the consolidation of Franco’s regime became a certainty 
around 1950, and he committed suicide in January 1951 in a hotel 
in the port of Veracruz, perhaps, like Stefan Zweig some time 
before in Brazil, “after so many years of wandering without a 
homeland.” Some had melancholy fantasies. Aub, for instance, 
momentarily imagined a Spain where there had been no civil war, 
and visualized himself reading his induction speech to the Real 
Academia, where he occupied the chair left vacant by Ramón 
del Valle-Inclán.50 Others evoked places. That is what Buñuel did 
when he had his new house built in 1952, asking the architect, 
his friend Arturo Sáenz de la Calzada, to use hard-burned bricks 
in memory of the Residencia de Estudiantes in Madrid.

“Through these ten years of emigration,” wrote the editors 
of Las Españas in 1949, “the idea and the feeling of Spain, of its 
traditional democratic and humanist essences, are about to be 
extinguished in the younger exiled generation.”51 The growing 
volte-face in the international political situation, culminating 
with Spain’s entry into the United Nations in 1955, combined 

49 Sala de Espera, facsimile edition with prologue by Manuel Aznar, 3 vols. 
(Segorbe: Fundación Max Aub, 2000).

50 Written in 1956, the date of the fictitious induction, the speech was en-
titled “El teatro español sacado a la luz de las tinieblas de nuestro tiem-
po” (The Spanish Theater Drawn into the Light from the Darkness of 
Our Time). Max Aub and Antonio Muñoz Molina, Destierro y destiempo. 
Dos discursos de ingreso en la Academia (Valencia: Pre-Textos, 2004). In 
Mainer’s opinion, the speech “was the confession of a personal failure 
and the denunciation of a historical need, that of having a public for 
which to write and a literary institution with which to feel implicated.” 
José-Carlos Mainer, “A la intemperie: Max Aub, los intelectuales y la 
guerra fría,” El Correo de Euclides, no. 1 (2006): 41–52.

51 Las Españas 4, no. 11 (January 29, 1949).
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with the arrival of a new generation to mark a turning point for 
those in exile at a time when the center of political and cultural 
activity was gravitating toward France and the interior of Spain, 
a country Max Aub was unable to recognize on his first journey 
back. It was from there that Mathias Goeritz arrived in 1949 with 
abstraction under his arm, and from there too came a young 
Vicente Rojo, an early disciple of Miguel Prieto who was close to 
the international artistic forms that helped to break the muralist 
hegemony. Another loop between Mexico and Spain. But that is 
another story from the same story.
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these ideas came under fire from the philosopher Adolfo Sánchez 
Vázquez, a passenger on the Sinaia and a frequent contributor 
to the journals mentioned above. Banishment, he wrote in 1977, 
has no end. It is not a simple transplantation, since the banished 
person lives in a state of permanent uprootedness and tension. 
Claudio Guillén, another child of the exile, also rejected Gaos’s 
suggestion. In his induction speech at the Real Academia in 
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to reality but to the pressure of certain Latin American national-
isms, and also to the gratitude of the refugees for the hospitality 
shown by those countries.” Nevertheless, transtierro, with its 
figure of the “transplanted” exile, was adopted by a good num-
ber of refugees as their own, and continues to enjoy a certain 
popularity to this day.
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Gaos integrated himself in Mexico, where he died with 
none of the interest in returning that obsessed so many of those 
in exile. Also in 1949, Juan José Domenchina published Perpetuo 
arraigo, an anthology of his Mexican poetry. These verses, he 
says, were “written in Mexico, but from Spain, through a decade 
of hopeless and nostalgic grief.”
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lamentation.
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 Between the two, however, lay many others during 

those years in Mexico. It was then that Aub, nostalgic but not 
self-absorbed, published his magazine Sala de Espera (Waiting 

46
 Adolfo Sánchez Vázquez, “El exilio del 39. Del destierro al trastierro,” 
Claves de Razón Práctica, no. 101 (2000): 4–9. Claudio Guillén, De la con-
tinuidad. Tiempos de historia y de cultura (Madrid: Real Academia Espa-
ñola, 2003), 39. See the text by Vicente Llorens, “Cuestión de palabras” 
(n.d.), in Vicente Llorens. Estudios y ensayos sobre el exilio republicano de 1939, 
ed. Manuel Aznar Soler (Seville: Renacimiento, 2006).

47
 Juan José Domenchina, Perpetuo arraigo (Mexico City: Signo, 1949).

48
 Claudio Guillén, El sol de los desterrados: literatura y exilio (Barcelona: 
Quaderns Crema, 1995).
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names, celebrated the influence of Spanish artists on the greater 
“typographical hygiene” seen in commercial printing.

39

Those laboring in poster art included exiles such as José 
Espert and Germán Horacio, but the most influential work was 
that of Josep Renau, who during his time in Mexico (1939–58) 
produced a broad and rather versatile range of posters. There he 
began the series The American Way of Life, which he would finish 
in Berlin. The professionalization of design was greatly aided by 
the creation of Empresa-Imagen. Publicidad Plástica, a family-run 
workshop that injected new life into cinema posters and commer-
cial and political advertising. From 1940 to 1946, it put out nearly 
forty covers for Futuro, the magazine of the Universidad Obrera 
(Workers’ University). Conceived as posters, these images of Mex-
ico, popular demands, and support for the Allies in World War II 
are reminiscent of Renau’s work during the Civil War. The artist 
also became interested in mural painting. After finishing the Re-
trato de la burguesía, he and Manuela Ballester offered to paint a 
second mural for the Electricians’ Union entitled La electrificación 
de México acabará con la miseria del pueblo (The Electrification of 
Mexico will End the Misery of the People), although the idea, 
inspired by a recent book by Gabriel García Maroto, eventually 
came to nothing. Between 1946 and 1950, Renau began one of 
his most ambitious works, a set of murals for the Hotel Casino de 
la Selva in Cuernavaca. The project was never concluded owing to 
disagreements with the client, the Spaniard Manuel Suárez. The 
only part he managed to finish, with the aid of Manuela Ballester, 
was the mural España hacia América (Spain Toward America), 
which displays certain analogies with the frescoes on the history 
of Mexico with which Rivera had decorated the Palacio Nacio-
nal and the Palacio de Cortés, also in Cuernavaca. Such analogies 
are purely formal, since Renau exalted the epic of discovery and 
colonization while Rivera, who Azuela sees as refunctionalizing 
the “Black Legend,” decried the conquest and its incarnation in 

39
 Salvador Albiñana, “México ilustrado,” in México ilustrado. Libros, revis-
tas y carteles, 1920–1950, ed. Albiñana, 2nd ed. (Mexico City: Conaculta-
Editorial RM, 2014), 21.
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existential condition. “I think that exile is an essential dimen-
sion of human life,” said María Zambrano upon her return to 
Spain in 1984.

43

“There was a great deal left for us to do, to say, to live,” Juan 
Gil-Albert recollected of the Mexican years, “but we would have 
to do it away from our homes and our land, far from what gave 
our lives their very meaning—the coherence of a local, material, 
spiritual situation. We were distant, dispersed, and disoriented: 
banished.” The poet never got over that sense of distance, and re-
turned, saddened and deeply in need of his world, in 1947.

44
 The 

sense of solitude and dispersal came quickly. During his brief 
stay in Paris on his way to the United States, Moreno Villa saw 
Pio Baroja, Xavier Zubiri, Luis Buñuel, Luis Araquistáin, Rafael 
Alberti, Ángel Gaos, and Luis Lacasa. “One was already start-
ing to come across half of Spain scattered around the world,” 
he recalled. One of those friends, Buñuel, soon wrote to him 
from Los Angeles: “Any news you can give me on anybody and 
anything will be new to me, since I lie here in the most terrible 
isolation.”

45

In 1949, Ángel Gaos formulated the polemical notion of the 
transterrado, the “transposed exile,” which he had proposed in 
1943 as an alternative to desterrado, or “banished.” The theory 
of the two homelands, with Spain as the country of origin and 
Mexico, which was also a portion of Spain, as the destination, 

43
 Sinaia. Diario de la primera expedición de republicanos españolea a México 
(facsimile edition), foreword and epilogue by Adolfo Sánchez Vázquez 
(Mexico City: UAM-UNAM-La Oca Editores-Redacta, 1989). Jarnés’s 
note is in no. 3 (May 28, 1939). María Zambrano, Las palabras del regreso 
(Madrid: Cátedra, 2009).

44
 Juan Gil-Albert, Memorabilia (Barcelona: Tusquets, 1975), 262. Sánchez 
Barbudo, Ensayos y recuerdos, 74.

45
 Moreno Villa, Vida en claro, 236. Buñuel’s letter is dated March 14, 1939: 
“I am trying to work in Hollywood in my profession, which is not easy 
but I think I’ll soon manage it.… My friend Pepe: my sole ambition— 
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it. If I don’t succeed, so much the worse for everyone.” El Colegio de 
México, Archivo Histórico, Fondo Antiguo, Folder 9/1.
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that encompassed publishing, distribution, and sales. In 1940 
he opened a bookshop, La Librería de Cristal, designed by the 
architect Arturo Sáenz de la Calzada and noted with praise by 
the New York Times. Also an art gallery, it hosted the first exhibi-
tion of Hispano Mexican artists, an initiative that was not to be 
repeated until 1952, when it was revived in response to the first 
Bienal Hispanoamericana de Arte organized a year earlier by 
Francoist Spain. Giménez Siles was the promoter of Romance. 
Revista popular hispanoamericana (1940–41), the brainchild of the 
editorial team that had created Hora de España. Directed by Juan 
Rejano and designed by Prieto, it was among the best magazines 
produced in exile, with sections on art, culture, and thought as 
well as book reviews. Mexican writers made contributions, but 
the editorial team was entirely Spanish. It did not take long for a 
crisis to emerge between the management and the editorial staff. 
In the opinion of Giménez Siles—the author of some interesting 
memoirs—the cause was an attempt by the Communist Party  
to exercise undue influence on the editorial line, while in that 
of the editorial staff, it was the management’s intention to impose 
the appointment of Martín Luis Guzmán as editor in chief, as in 
fact occurred starting with the seventeenth issue of the twenty-
four that were published.33 With the encouragement of Manuel 
Andújar and José Ramón Arana, Las Españas appeared in 1946 
and continued until 1963. The heir to the legacy of España Per-
egrina, it was intended to provide an arena for political debate 
while reaching out to those still in Spain. A relative neglect of 
American matters, together with the example of the Boletín de 
la Unión de Intelectuales Españoles in France, which was trying 
to bring together the different factions in exile, lay at the ori-
gin of another journal, UltraMar (1947). It had an elegant design 
by Prieto, who wrote in the first issue on Gutiérrez-Solana, a 

33 Romance. Revista Popular Hispanoamericana, introduction by Antonio 
Sánchez-Barbudo, general and author indices prepared by Francisco 
Caudet (Glashütten im Taurus: Detlev; Nendeln: Kraus Reprint, 1974). 
Sánchez Barbudo admitted that it was a discourtesy to make the entire 
editorial staff Spanish.
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Hernán Cortés. In Renau’s Mexican work, which also combines 
formal experimentation, political commitment, and advertising, 
we see confirmation of Jordana Mendelson’s affirmation that the 
1930s should not be regarded as closing with the end of the Span-
ish Civil War and the start of World War II, since their influence 
was prolonged throughout the following decade.

40

“In his last years, typography was his dominant occupa-
tion,” wrote Fernando Benítez in his obituary of his friend Miguel 
Prieto, who died in 1956. From 1948 to 1956, Prieto was the artis-
tic director of the Press and Propaganda Department of the In-
stituto Nacional de Bellas Artes, where he produced perhaps his 
most complete graphic work at the request of Fernando Gamboa: 
hand programs, labels, tickets, books, brochures, and catalogues 
like the one for the inauguration of the Museo Nacional de Artes 
Plásticas (1949), as well as his Diego Rivera. Cincuenta años de su 
labor artística (1951), a key reference work on the painter and mu-
ralist. A year earlier, he had designed the first edition of Pablo 
Neruda’s Canto General for Talleres Gráficos de la Nación. This 
was a tribute to the elegant Bodoni typeface and featured end-
papers illustrated by Rivera and Siqueiros.

41

Among the odd and isolated artists, one worthy of mention 
is Gabriel García Maroto, whose second phase in Mexico, little 
researched to date, is narrated in his autobiographical Promoción 
de México. Caminos hacia su integración (1958). Interested in artis-
tic pedagogy and the study of the landscape, the culture, and the 
problems of rural Mexico, which he recorded in numerous pho-
tographs, pamphlets, and books, his outstanding achievement 
was his Arquitectura popular de México, published in 1952 with a 
design by Prieto, by then assisted by Vicente Rojo.

42

40
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41
 Juan Manuel Bonet, “Miguel Prieto, maestro tipógrafo,” in Miguel Prieto. 
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Against Homesickness

In the cyclostyled newspaper that accompanied the Sinaia on its 
crossing, Jarnés published a brief note entitled “Against Home-
sickness.” “There are seasickness pills going round,” he advised, 
“and pills against homesickness should also be circulated so as to 
eradicate it completely, because this isn’t the moment to wallow 
in the time we have lost but to sink our wills into the future.” 
However, it was not an easy thing to overcome. Some, such as 
the architect Tomás Bilbao, did not even try. Others imagined 
solutions for living with a nostalgia that was to diminish with 
time. The generic term of “exile” tends to mask the biographi-
cal variety of those who were forced to cling to an uncertain 
future. There were also those who transcended the historical 
and circumstantial dimension of the exile and turned it into an 

electrificado, which was at one point considered by Renau and Ballester as 
the subject for a mural, though nothing came of the idea.
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the well-equipped Muñoz printing workshop. Credit is also 
due for the work carried out for Mexican publishers like Fondo 
de Cultura Económica, whose catalogue grew with the exile. 
Wenceslao Roces and Eugenio Ímaz, a specialist in Wilhelm 
Dilthey, translated a good many German and English authors, 
and Joaquín Díez-Canedo, first in charge of galley proofs and 
soon the director of the technical department, created the suc-
cessful Breviarios collection in 1948.

Journals abounded, though they were generally short-lived 
owing to economic difficulties. España Peregrina, edited by Juan 
Larrea, was published in 1940 by the Junta de Cultura Españo-
la, which managed the cultural legacy of Republican Spain and 
called—like everyone else, though with scant success—for the 
unity of the exiled intellectuals. Among the contributions was 
an article by Josep Renau on the ideological crisis of art, “Re-
flexiones sobre la crisis ideológica del arte,” which discussed the 
Exposición Internacional de Surrealismo then showing in Mexico 
City, concluding that the isms “already belong to history.” Al-
though it existed for only nine issues, it was reborn in 1942 as 
Cuadernos Americanos, financed by Mexican institutions, and ac-
companied the publishing industry in exile as it began to move 
to other parts of Latin America. It gave its editorial secretary, 
Juan Larrea, the occasion to expound his prophetic vision of the 
Americas, and it was there that he published El surrealismo entre 
Viejo y Nuevo Mundo (1944).32

“Mexico will be the editorial center of the Spanish-speak-
ing world,” declared Rafael Giménez Siles shortly after his ar-
rival in 1939. In association with the Mexican writer Martín Luis 
Guzmán, he soon founded EDIAPSA (Edición y Distribución 
Ame ricana de Publicaciones), an ambitious business conglomerate 

32 Issue no. 10 appeared in the facsimile edition (Mexico City: Alejandro 
Finisterre, 1977) with an epilogue by Larrea. Renau’s note is in issue 
no. 2 (March 1940): 70–75. Larrea published some photomontages in 
the magazine. Adalberto Santana, ed., Setenta años de Cuadernos America-
nos (1942–2012) (Mexico City: UNAM, 2013). Francisco Caudet, El exilio 
republicano en México. Las revistas literarias (1939–1971) (Madrid: Fun-
dación Banco Exterior, 1992).
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the defunct magazine Romance.29 In the Mexico City of the 1940s, 
once described as a city of ink and paper, about four hundred news-
papers, journals, and magazines were published. It was a fantas-
tic professional market for journalists, art critics like Margarita 
Nelken, illustrators, cartoonists, and photographers.

One outstanding publisher was Séneca, created in 1939 
with funds from the Servicio de Evacuación de Refugiados Espa-
ñoles (Spanish Refugee Evacuation Service, or SERE). Directed 
by José Bergamín, it published seventy-two titles in its ten years 
of existence, including the first edition of Antonio Machado’s 
complete works (1940), which won high praise from Pedro Sali-
nas. It also published the first edition of Federico García Lorca’s 
Poeta en Nueva York (1940; published concurrently in English  
as Poet in New York) and the anthology Laurel, mentioned above, in 
which Pablo Neruda and León Felipe refused to appear.30 Atlante 
catered to a market hungry for manuals and handbooks, and pub-
lished José Ferrater Mora’s Diccionario de Filosofía (1941). In 1942, 
Baromeu Costa-Amic founded “Costa-Amic, editor-impresor” 
 and began Biblioteca Catalana, an important collection of classic 
and contemporary Catalan authors.31 The journalist José Bolea 
was one of those behind Leyenda, which published the celebrat-
ed Eros collection of classic works of amatory literature. Manuela 
Ballester illustrated Dumas’s The Lady of the Camellias (1944), 
Arturo Souto did the same for Jarnés’s version of Rémy de Gour-
mont’s Magical Stories (1944), and Prieto took charge of Fernando 
de Rojas’s La Celestina (1947), annotated by Agustín Millares Carlo 
and Juan Ignacio Mantecón. This edition was highly praised by 
Juan Rejano.

Elicio Muñoz Galache, who had worked in the printing 
trade in Barcelona, founded the Galache publishing house and 

29 México en la cultura, published between 1949 and 1961, was “the forum 
where Hispano-Mexican cohabitation bore its finest fruits.” Ibid., 52.

30 Gonzalo Santonja, Al otro lado del mar. Bergamín y la editorial Séneca 
(México, 1939–1949) (Barcelona: Galaxia Gutenberg/Círculo de Lectores, 
1997).

31 Teresa Férriz Roure, La edición catalana en México (Jalisco: El Colegio de 
Jalisco, 1998).

Distant, Dispersed, and Disoriented



 
Presentation

The years around World War II, which was undoubtedly the most 
difficult phase of Franco’s dictatorship, also served as the back-
drop for the development of a new avant-garde culture in Spain. 
Its birth is traditionally cited by art historians as taking place  
between 1947 and 1948, when groups such as Dau al Set in Barce-
lona and Pórtico in Zaragoza appeared or resumed their activities. 
The persistence, even today, of certain attitudes and poetics char-
acteristic of that generation of artists as well as their extensive 
representation in the collection of the Museo Reina Sofía has 
made this period into one of the museum’s principal areas of 
research. As a result, it is essential for the museum to dig deeper 
in its analysis and critical (re)interpretation of this time.

With the restructuring and enlargement of the rooms  
devoted to this period, along with the present publication, the 
Museo Reina Sofía’s Collections Department seeks to signifi-
cantly broaden the investigative scope traditionally applied to 
the visual culture of this period in Spain’s recent history. On the 
basis of a rereading and recontextualization of materials in 
the collection, an attempt has been made to dismantle the lin-
ear, individual, and aseptic analysis of the artistic and cultural 
scene of those years and to shed light instead on their contradic-
tory and collective nature.

Due to the great complexity of this historical period, the 
scarcity of existing documentation, and the absence of a nar-
rative that would facilitate its comprehension, it became clear 
that there was a need to foster investigation of the period be-
yond the specific framework of the collection. One result of 
this was the temporary exhibition Campo cerrado. Arte y poder 
en la posguerra española, 1939–1953 (Closed Field: Art and Power in 
Postwar Spain, 1939–1953), held from April 27 to September 26, 
2016, and curated by María Dolores Jiménez-Blanco, which em-
ployed the same propositions and theoretical and methodologi-
cal objectives mentioned above to propose an overall critical 
examination of the early years of Francoism, with a very diverse 
selection of works and materials from both the museum’s own 
holdings and other collections and archives.

15

the survival of the avant-garde; there was transnational con-
tact, even in the years of full autarky, with Italian Metaphysical 
art and Hollywood cinema; there was a use of play and humor 
as transgressive forms of expression; there was a subterranean 
dialogue between what was considered “official art,” the prac-
tices and languages of the avant-garde, and popular cultural 
forms; and there was exile and its poetics, constructed with the 
line and the word.

This alternative reading of Spanish modernism is reflect-
ed in various essays in this volume. Pedro G. Romero’s “Silly 
Laughter” looks at humor as a strategy of cultural creation and 
experimentation in the years immediately after the Civil War. 
In “The Secret Room: Ambiguous Images in the 1940s,” Patricia 
Molins addresses the topic of secrecy and the theatricalization 
of life as a social and cultural constant of the decade. Jaume 
Pont’s essay focuses on the avant-garde tradition that gave form 
to Postism, emphasizing the interrelations between this practice 
and the plastic arts. Jo Labanyi explores the tensions between 
art cinema and popular film during this period, which gave rise 
to surprisingly sophisticated productions, one of whose con-
stant features was cinematic self-reflexivity. Salvador Albiñana 
focuses on the publications of the Spaniards exiled in Mexico to 
propose a key ontology of the “transposed exile,” one developed 
through words and communication. Also included in this book 
are two central case studies. The first is José Luis Rodríguez 
de la Flor’s analysis of the collage covers designed by Enrique 
Herreros for the magazine La Codorniz, a paradigm of the rela-
tionship between languages with an avant-garde origin and the 
essentially popular magazine culture, while the second study 
focuses on José Ortiz Echagüe’s photographs of castles, investi-
gating their symptomatic production of a glorious and ruinous 
landscape, part of a search for an idealized past upon which to 
project a violent present.

Poetry, Film, and Humor: Narratives of Exception in the Years 
of Autarky thus deals with the early 1940s. From then on, a rather 
better known cultural production started to develop, perhaps be-
cause after the period from 1939 to 1946, the years of “exception” 
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