
The Primordial and the Primitive:
CoBrA Group

In the space devoted to the second part of its Collection, Is the War Over? Art in a Divided World, the Museo 
Reina Sofía welcomes a selection of works by the CoBrA Group (1948-1951), loaned from the Collection 
Fondation Gandur pour l’Art, Geneva (Switzerland). This ensemble of artworks manifests one of European art’s 
points of departure from the troubled situation after the war through the collective commitment to an expres-
sionist style that drew inspiration from certain elements of Surrealism, drawings by children and the mentally ill 
and the regeneration of primitivism.

creation; the approach encompassed the 
influence of Lascaux’s cave paintings, dis-
covered in 1940 and opened to the public 
after the war, and the forgotten archaic 
forms of Scandinavian art.

CoBrA’s painting sets out from spontaneity 
based on a colourist disfiguration of figures, 
which are often deliberately grotesque and 
laden with irony and provocation. Their in-
terest in children’s doodles brought them 
closer to the Art Brut developed in France, 
yet they also found a more direct root in the 
painting of Joan Miró, who was cited as a 
key reference point, along with Paul Klee. 
In the Spanish painter they saw a commit-
ment to automatism tending towards the 
unearthing of primitive images, a rejection 
of traditional Western cultures and a new 
anthropomorphism, where the human fig-
ure intermingles in equal measure with an-
imal and vegetative forms. The semi-hu-
man deformation of the figure evoked by 
CoBrA artists thus denoted a response to 
both the enthusiasm with which North 

The group’s name CoBrA was an acronym taken from the initial letters of the cities its 
founding members lived in: Copenhagen, Brussels and Amsterdam, with the last of these 
the location for their first major exhibition, in the Stedelijk Museum in 1949. These or-
igins from diverse northern European cities substantiated the displacement of Paris as 
the capital of art to different centres and the ensuing atomisation of continental art. The 
founding members of CoBrA included, among others, Asger Jorn (1914–1973), Karel 
Appel (1921–2006), Pierre Alechinsky (1927), Corneille (Guillaume Cornelis van Bever-
loo, 1922–2010), Jean-Michel Atlan (1913–1960) and Constant (Constant Nieuwen-
huys, 1920–2005), along with the poet and critic Christian Dotrement (1922–1979). 
Despite their clear involvement in Surrealism and Marxism, they were also critical of the 
dictatorial momentum that was driving both towards dogmatism in the 1940s. Con-
sequently, they rejected the social realism imposed by Stalinism in the Soviet Bloc, and 
also harboured suspicions about André Breton’s leadership in the European avant-garde 
and the transcendent and individualistic rhetoric propelled by Abstract Expressionism as 
it flourished in the USA. Their interest in Surrealism came from automatic painting, yet 
they also spurned its regard for pure subjectivity: the post-war context CoBrA emerged 
from differed significantly from past avant-garde movements and demanded new forms 
of collective involvement for the group. The focus of their painting was set on certain vi-
sual archetypes more concerned with the collective rather than personal subconscious, 
searching for a multifarious primitivism that leaned towards the hunt for the origins of 

This new presentation in room 402 
has been made possible by the long-
term loan of Collection Fondation Gan-
dur pour l’Art, Geneva, Switzerland in 
the Museo Reina Sofía Collection.



American artists reflected native totemic rituals and the memorials found throughout the 
Eastern Bloc. 

CoBrA’s work represented a new radical aesthetic as well as a certain escape from the 
post-war social reality and more direct political involvement. The group dissolved in 1951 
by mutual consensus among its members, although its commitment towards a certain 
collective and international cultural activism would lead some of them to form part of the 
International Movement for an Imaginist Bauhaus and later on Situationist International, 
which would play a central role in the May ’68 uprisings.
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