
Scenography and the Visual Arts 
During the Second Republic      

In the early 1930s, Spanish artists found themselves drawn to all facets of the stage arts, viewing them as an 
outstanding interdisciplinary meeting point for young creators. With the proclamation of the Second Republic, 
theatrical works, dance and film were considered the ideal platform for disseminating culture and teaching lit-
eracy, aspirations that took concrete form in a series of travelling projects. These initiatives underlined the high 
degree of social awareness of the artists and intellectuals as well as their determination to conserve Spanish 
cultural heritage, dignify popular culture and link it to modernity and the avant-garde.

fresh air that helped reinvigorate the world 
of the stage arts. Along these same lines 
arose the phenomenon of the art theatres, 
such as that of Gregorio Martínez Sierra in 
Madrid’s Teatro Eslava, the Teatre Íntim de 
Adrià Gual in Barcelona and small groups 
such as El Mirlo Blanco, El Cántaro Roto, 
el Teatro de la Escuela Nueva, El Caracol, 
Fantasio and the Club Teatral Anfistora. 
Also, the end of the 1920s brought the 
creation of dance companies abroad that 
integrated Spanish dance in accordance 
with these same premises. They include 
the Ballets Espagnols of Antonia Mercé La 
Argentina (1928) and also Vicente Escu-
dero’s Bailes de Vanguardia (1929). 

However, besides this proclivity for inter-
disciplinary work, this understanding the 
stage as a creative junction, another very 
important distinguishing feature came to 
bear in the early 1930s: the didactic and 
pedagogical purposes of the arts. The 
interest transmitted by the institutional 
movement to take culture to every corner 
of Spain led to projects such as the Ped-
agogical Missions (active between 1931 
and 1936), which consisted of a series of 
campaigns designed to increase the pop-
ulation’s literacy. In addition to creating 
travelling libraries and exhibiting copies of 
the most famous paintings in the histo-
ry of art, film screenings were organised 
and a theatre group, a puppetry group 
and a chorus were formed. Artists such 
as Miguel Prieto, Francis Bartolozzi, Pe-
dro Lozano and José Val del Omar worked 

In the early 1930s, Spanish creators showed a great deal of interest in the relationship 
between the plastic arts and the stage arts. The formation of interdisciplinary net-
works gave rise to the presentation of plays, dance and film that featured modern and 
avant-garde perspectives. Stage design allowed artists to broaden the horizons of their 
technical experimentation, and also made it possible for their plastic contributions to 
reach an audience much bigger than the minorities who frequented art galleries. 

This phenomenon, which reached its peak during the Second Spanish Republic, was 
rooted in different experiences that had occurred in the preceding decades. Among such 
experiences, especially significant were the performances by Sergei Diaghilev’s Ballets 
Russes, which toured Spain between 1916 and 1921. This Russian company, which had 
been based in Paris since 1909, had taken up the theme started by Wagner with his the-
ories on the “total work of art.” According to these theories all of the elements that inter-
vene in a show should receive the same amount of attention. Therefore, the libretto, the 
choreography, the stage design, the music and the costumes were placed in the hands 
of intellectuals and modern artists, whose contributions interacted with one another on 
the stage, giving rise to some of the most interesting milestones in 20th century dance. 
Like Diaghilev’s company, many other groups toured Spain as well, providing a breath of 



with these groups. In parallel, in 1932 the University theatre group known as La Barraca 
was formed, under the direction of Federico García Lorca and Eduardo Ugarte. La Barraca 
gave performances all over Spain of classical plays by Cervantes, Calderón de la Barca 
and Lope de Vega, with stage designs by young artists such as Manuel Ángeles Ortiz, 
Benjamín Palencia, José Caballero, Ramón Gaya and Alfonso Ponce de León.

Fruit of this dignification of popular culture, in 1933 the Compañía de Bailes Españoles 
was founded, directed by the dancer Encarnación López La Argentinita, Lorca and the 
bullfighter/playwright Ignacio Sánchez Mejías. This company brought together pieces of 
folklore from different regions of Spain and blended them with ballets composed by musi-
cians such as Manuel de Falla, Ernesto and Rodolfo Halffter and Gustavo Pittaluga. Their 
stage design was the work of Salvador Bartolozzi, Santiago Ontañón, Manuel Fontanals, 
Francisco Santa Cruz or Alberto Sánchez, who also designed the posters and the hand 
programs related to the performances. The design of La romería de los cornudos (The 
Pilgrimage of the Cuckolds), a ballet with a libretto by Lorca and Cipriano Rivas Cherif, 
music by Pittaluga and choreography by Argentinita. Its stage backdrop masterfully re-
flects the value of popular culture and the landscapes of the La Mancha region, using the 
aesthetics of the School of Vallecas. Likewise, a large part of the company’s repertoire 
consisted in the staging of the Colección de canciones españolas antiguas (Collection of 
Old Spanish Songs): twelve popular pieces gathered and harmonized by Lorca and sung 
by La Argentinita, which were recorded in 1931.

Thus, during the early years of this decade, Spanish artists and intellectuals found new 
ways to work together in collective, stage-related  projects based on creative exchange 
and on the blurring of the boundaries that traditionally separated the disciplines. This fac-
et was linked to the young generation’s support for the social measures put in place dur-
ing the Second Republic, the objective of which was to disseminate culture throughout 
Spain. What could be better than the stage, dance, music and the big screen to connect 
with audiences and convey the message? In the work of these young artists, flamenco, 
folklore, traditional Spanish ballads, legends and tales, cante jondo and popular customs 
mingled with the theatre repertoire of Spain’s Golden Age and paintings from the Museo 
del Prado, but also with a new sense of aesthetics. Thus, tradition and the avant-garde 
joined hands in a formula that sought not to break with established culture but rather to 
build a new world in which the renewal of modern times blended with the culture inherited 
from the past. These ideas survived the Spanish Civil War and would be transferred to 
stages around the world during the exile to which creators and intellectuals supporting 
the Republic were condemned. During their years of exile these artists would spread the 
brilliant culture of the Silver Age throughout the different territories that received them.
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