
Surrealism in the Art of Spanish Exiles                            

The Spanish diaspora after the victory of Franco was projected into so many diffe-
rent circumstances and situations that it is impossible to identify a culture of exile as 
such. Besides the trauma of being uprooted and the nostalgia which indelibly mar-
ked the work of many, some artists, intellectuals, architects and writers managed 
to pick up their careers in their host nations, such as Mexico, Argentina, the Soviet 
Union and France, contributing actively to the local scene and responding to interna-
tional trends on the basis of their experiences during the Republican period.

Despite this heterogeneous state of affairs, some constants are discernible. One is 
the persistence of imagery of the land and its geography, which prolongs certain the-
mes of the Spanish Surrealism of the 1930s. Another is an emphasis on the mother 
tongue as a means of thought and creation, leading to intense publishing activity. 
And constant too is the need to respond to the political situation in Spain, together 
with the question of who the art work is destined for. Who is reading? Who is loo-
king? Who is listening?



Luis Buñuel  
Los Olvidados, 1950

The exhibition finishes with one of the key films of the Spanish exile, both because of the identity of the group of 
people who collaborated on its production, and because of the interplay of metaphors and traditions discernible 
in its images. The film introduces us to an exile understood as a physical and mental territory where the displaced 
individual occupies a non-place between the urge to return to the lost homeland and the trauma of memory.

Directed by Luis Buñuel, Los Olvidados (1950), which translates literally as ‘The Forgotten Ones’, involved the 
participation of several Spanish artists and intellectuals then exiled in Mexico. Luis Alcoriza, Max Aub and Juan 
Larrea were the authors of the screenplay, while Rodolfo Halffter and Gustavo Pittaluga composed the music.

The blend of a naturalism of apparently unflinching veracity with the aesthetics of a dream or nightmare dis-
tances the film from Italian Neorealism, with which attempts were made from the start to associate it. On the 
contrary, the film seems rather to be linked across time and space with Buñuel’s oneiric avant-garde films of the 
1930s. As he had done with the Extremaduran villagers of Las Hurdes in Tierra sin pan (‘Land without Bread’, 
1933), Buñuel portrayed the reality of Mexico with a harsh gaze, implacable when confronted with human ig-
norance and misery. Since the film tells a fictional story, Buñuel makes an even more perceptible use than in his 
1933 documentary of a realism filtered through ambiguity and a sense of the grotesque. Appreciable here are the 
traces of a certain Spanish tradition that includes Lazarillo de Tormes, Quevedo, Valle-Inclán, Lorca, Velázquez, 
Murillo and, above all, Goya, whose overt or veiled presence is repeatedly apprehended throughout this exhibition.
This was a film made largely by “transterrados”, a term which won favor as a designation for the Spaniards in exile 
since it stressed relocation rather than banishment. In the characters of Los Olvidados, its significance appears 
to be further enlarged to encompass the pangs of notions like uprootedness or the defeat of the individual at the 
violent hands of a fratricidal people.



Surrealism in the Art of Spanish Exiles 
Stage Designers in New York                           

One of the most interesting and productive hubs of the Spanish diaspora of intellec-
tuals and artists was found in New York City. This room highlights the role played by exi-
led avant-garde artists, as renovators of the plastic features associated with the stage 
arts. In this group, Joan Junyer and Esteban Francés were among the most outstanding 
and yet least known contributors, thanks to their work as stage designers for the Socie-
ty Ballet. This company, directed by the mythical Russian dancer and choreographer 
George Balanchine, is often considered the starting point of American ballet and of the 
subsequent New York City Ballet.

Attesting to Junyer’s innovation is the fact that the Museum of Modern Art organised 
a monographic exhibition of his work in 1945. One of the most avant-garde features 
of his designs is their radical intervention in space, the result of his viewing dance as 
an art form closely related to sculpture, which gave rise to what was sometimes called 
“volume paintings.” Junyer’s experimentation reached its highest peak in the ballet The 
Minotaur (1947), a revision of the Mediterranean myth, the scenography of which was 
considered much more advanced than any other aspect of the piece. As for Esteban 
Francés, this artist returns to his surrealist origins and adds them to the baggage he 
acquired during his previous period of exile in Mexico, to create the fantastic figures in 
imprecise geographies that can be seen in the ballet piece Renard (1947). Both artists 
serve to demonstrate how the frontiers were dissolving between different expressive 
media such as painting, sculpture, dance or music, and they are evidence of the conti-
nuation of certain ideas about art and life that had begun to take shape in the early years 
of the Spanish Republic.


