
With the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in July 1936, the role of artists who supported the Republican 
government with propaganda came to a head. One of the most unrivaled projects in promoting the Republican 
cause abroad was the construction of the Spanish Pavilion at the Exposition Internationale des Arts and Tech-
niques dans la vie Moderne (International Exposition Dedicated to Art and Technology in Modern Life), held in 
Paris in 1937.

Pavilion of the Spanish 
Republic, 1937

without its help, and feared, since Spanish 
officials were aware of growing anti-Stalin 
sentiments spreading throughout Europe. 
Araquistáin shared these fears and tried to 
counteract them in the Pavilion by empha-
sizing the Republic’s liberal aspects, such 
as its protection of private property, agra-
rian and industrial reforms, educational 
programs and preservation of Spain’s cul-
tural and artistic diversity.
Araquistáin and Max Aub, one of the 
strongest supporters of Spanish artists 
in Paris, was responsible for recruiting the 
most prominent Spanish artists for the 
Pavilion’s diplomatic mission. Luis Laca-
sa (1899-1966) was named its architect 
and Interim Chief Commissioner in De-
cember 1936, even though Araquistáin, 
due to the slow selection process, had al-
ready contacted Josep Lluís Sert (1902-
1983) when Lacasa arrived in Paris. 
The two architects worked together on 
designing an effective structure that could 
satisfy the needs of the Republic’s vision 
of modernity and humanism. With par-
ticipation from Joan Miró (1893-1983), 
Alexander Calder (1898-1976), Julio 
González (1876-1942) and Pablo Picas-
so (1881-1973), the Pavilion was assured 
to draw the public attention and criticism 

In the middle of the war, Largo Caballero, President of the Council of Ministers, saw 
the Pavilion as an opportunity to gain economic and political support beyond Spain’s 
borders. Because the majority of European states had signed the Non-Intervention 
Agreement, except the Soviet Union, the Republican government found itself at a clear 
economic and military disadvantage. This circumstance would drive the government’s 
plans for the Pavilion: instead of designing a setup that promoted Spain’s commercial 
and industrial achievements, its accompanying exhibitions and activities would focus 
exclusively on the Republic’s political needs.

Largo Caballero named Luis Araquistáin Spain’s Ambassador to France, whose primary 
mission was to convince European powers to finance the Republic’s defense. Toward 
this end, the Republic had to demonstrate its stability and solvency, including its reli-
gious tolerance and independence from the Soviet Union. In February 1937, José Gaos 
was elected Chief Commissioner of the Pavilion. Araquistáin’s influence was fundamen-
tal to defining the Pavilion as a reflection of Largo Caballero’s politics and Araquistáin’s 
own socialist ideals. The Spanish government was formed by a coalition of socialists, 
communists, republicans and representatives from regional Basque and Catalan admi-
nistrations. Despite his ability to bring together very different political programs, Largo 
Caballero was accused of being responsible for the Soviet Union’s growing influence 
in the Popular Front. The Soviet Union, the Republic’s only diplomatic and economic 
ally, was both needed and feared: necessary, because the Republic could not survive 
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that the government so desired in its at-
tempt to procure international support for 
its fight against fascism.

Naming the most internationally renow-
ned Spanish architect to construct an 
equally functional and attractive building 
was essential when creating the appro-
priate environment to exhibit art, culture 
and propaganda, despite the chaotic cir-
cumstances surrounding the entire pro-
cess. In fact, the Pavilion was intentionally 
conceived as an open, comfortable space 
without being imposing, which attempted 
to demonstrate the horrors of war while si-
multaneously showing the government’s 
optimism and its continuous productivity. 
The Pavilion stood in great contrast to the 
monumentality of the Soviet and German 
buildings for their size, use of materials and 
layout of space.
Even before entering the Pavilion, visitors 
could contemplate El pueblo español tie-
ne un camino que conduce a una estrella 
(There is a way for the Spanish People 
that Leads to a Star), 1937, by Alberto 
Sánchez (1895-1962), La Montserrat 
(1936-37) by Julio González, Femme au 
vase (Woman with Vase, 1933) by Pablo 
Picasso, and photomurals designed by 
Josep Renau (1907-1982). After entering 
the building below them, visitors crossed a 
patio on the ground floor where Picasso’s 
Guernica (1937) and Alexander Calder’s 
Mercury Fountain (1937) were displa-
yed. Next, a spiraled ramp guided visitors 
to the second floor where a long hallway 
with photomurals designed by Renau 
took them through an exhibition of diffe-
rent traditional dresses, industries and 
topographies from Spain’s regions. On the 
other side of the hallway, separated by a 
screen, works by sculptors, graphic artists 
and painters (Ramón Puyol, Fernando Es-
crivà) were displayed. At the end of the se-
cond floor, a staircase with a mural by Miró, 
titled El segador (Campesino catalán en 
rebelión) (The Reaper. Catalan Peasant in 
Revolt, 1937), led viewers to the first floor, 
which contained some of Renau’s newest 
photomontages depicting agrarian reform, 
the protection of Spain’s cultural heritage, 
the Republic’s Educational Missions and 
its industry. At the end of this hall, a ramp 

with propaganda posters and samples of 
Renau’s graphic works led visitors outside 
the building.
The Pavilion’s different spaces were live-
ned by film screenings, concerts, dance re-
citals and theatre performances. In parti-
cular, regional dances were presented as a 
symbol of Spanish purity. The Republican 
government considered them an example 
of popular culture and a weapon against 
fascism. Photographs and objects exhi-
bited in the Pavilion, especially ceramics 
and textiles, underscored the fact that the 
contemporary political situation should 
not overcast a long history of popular tra-
ditions. Towards this end, the peasant fi-
gure had a leading role, which explains the 
mixing of Republican propaganda with 
other works and documents by authors 
would not necessarily have been associa-
ted with the Pavilion’s ideology. 
Such is the case for the photography by 
José Ortiz-Echagüe (1886-1980), which 
belonged to the Museum of the Spanish 
People in Madrid. Ortiz-Echagüe protes-
ted when his work appeared in the anar-
chist magazine Revolución. Although we 
do not have much evidence of his respon-
se to his inclusion in the Pavilion’s exhi-
bitions, we do know that his photographs 
were reproduced with his permission both 
during and after the war in the Francoist 
magazine Spain, published in New York. 
A selection of works included in the Pavi-
lion is exhibited in this room.

Bibliography

Alix, Josefina [ed.]. 
Pabellón Español de 1937. Exposición 
Internacional de París. 
Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de 
Arte Reina Sofía, 1987.

Arenas, Manuel; Azara Pedro 
[ed.]. Art contra la guerra: entorn del 
pavelló espanyol a l’Exposició Interna-
cional de París de 1937. 
Barcelona: Ayuntamiento de 
Barcelona, 1986.

Mendelson, Jordana [ed.]. 
Revistas y Guerra, 1936-1939. 
Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de 
Arte Reina Sofía, 2007.

--. “Josep Renau and the 1937 Spa-
nish Pavilion in Paris”, en: Mendelson, 
Jordana. Documenting Spain: artists, 
exhibition culture, and the modern 
nation, 1929-1939.  Pensilvania: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 
University Park, 2005. Extracto en 
español en: “Josep Renau y el Pabe-
llón de España en la Exposición de 
París (1937)”, en: Ribalta, Jorge [ed.]. 
Espacios fotográficos públicos. Expo-
siciones de propaganda, de “Pressa” a 
“The Family of Man”, 1928-1955. 
Barcelona: MACBA, 2009.


