
The Critical Image
Figuration in 1960s Spain

In the mid-1960s, during the time of developmentalism, there emerged in Spain a critical figuration movement 
in direct opposition to the individualism of abstraction, now the art of officialdom; a movement that was willing 
to use caustic sarcasm to analyze the cultural and political situation of the country at a time of fake openness. 
Valencian art groups Equipo Crónica and Equipo Realidad gave a Marxist reading of the mass media, and from 
Paris, Eduardo Arroyo made visual comments about Spain in a particularly bitter and acidic tone.

Marxist dialectic onto the images, and the 
way they saw their work within the context 
of anti-Franco activism. Thus it could be 
said that that Pop Art’s reception in Spain 
in the mid-Sixties coincided with a period 
of profound changes in social awareness 
that imposed a reformulation of political 
art. There was going to be a rejection of the 
project to democratize art through mass 
reproduction supported by the Estampa 
Popular, in order to move towards closer 
attention to analysis of the iconosphere 
using the new critical tools of structura-
lism and semiotics. 
The Equipo Crónica, originally formed 
by Rafael Solbes (1940-1981), Manolo 
Valdés (1942) and Juan Antonio Toledo 
(1940-1995), began its career in 1964 
based around the Crónica de la Realidad 
group, the Valencian branch of the Estam-
pa Popular, which led the breaking away 
within its ranks. As its theoretic mentor 
Tomás Llorens would show, it was a ques-
tion of producing social art with ethical 
content that corresponded to the aims 
and aspirations of the people, for which 
the artist needed to study and immerse 
himself or herself in society’s mass-pro-
duced images.  Similar intentions led to 
the formation, two years later, of the Equi-
po Realidad  by Joan Cardells (1948) and 
Jorge Ballester (1941), who had also been 
part of the Crónica de la Realidad. Mass 
culture iconography was analyzed for its 
alienating function within the consumer 
society, and the society of the spectacle, 
as can be seen in works such as 86 misses 

In 1964, the technocrat ministers of Franco’s regime implemented a development plan 
to modernize the Spanish economy by following the rules of Western liberal capitalism. 
The intention was not only to increase the wealth of a country impoverished by decades 
of isolation, but also involved a major upheaval in the social structure and ways of life, 
strengthening industry and cities as opposed to agriculture and the rural lifestyle that 
had been predominant for centuries. It needed to be introduced in a way that posed no 
threat to a regime that had, until then, always supported adherence to the principles 
of traditional society. Stimulating national consumption through advertising and the 
mass media, which was crucial to economic development, became a hugely effective 
ideological tool.
This is how it was perceived by members of the highly politicized new generation of ar-
tists who were, by the mid-Sixties, looking for a way to merge their artistic work with the 
fight against the regime. Their political intentions coincided with those of the Estampa 
Popular groups, linked to the Communist Party and installed all over the country, who, 
since the end of the previous decade, had been running a kind of collective practice, se-
parate from the market; a vehicle for confrontational iconography aimed at the general 
public through the fact that it could be mass produced. They also shared the same re-
jection of artistic individualism maintained by the poetics of Informalism and Abstract 
Expressionism, and they felt the same call to realism and to awakening consciousness.  
They were to distance themselves, however, from the Estampa Popular’s crude barri-
cade imagery, which they saw as an ineffectual part of an already obsolete post-war 
aesthetic. On the other hand, they did feel a connection with the American Pop Art’s 
appropriation of consumer imagery, whose echoes could be heard across Europe at 
that time. Their specific idiosyncrasy was the way they projected the caustic glare of 



en traje de baño (86 Beauty Contestants 
in Swimwear), 1968. Emphasis was also 
placed on the complicity between this 
seemingly harmless culture and the values 
and principles of the dominant power un-
der whose protection the Franco regime 
prospered: the USA. Deformación Profe-
sional (Professional Deformation), produ-
ced by the Equipo Crónica at the height of 
the Vietnam War in 1966, is the prefect 
embodiment of this distorting view of the 
way the truth was twisted by official ima-
ges of the war. 
Immediate chronicling of reality, a revea-
ling alternative to the fallacies of the mass 
media, was gradually making way for work 
which was just as ironic and critical, but 
more reflective and complex when it came 
to the specifics of Spanish culture. So the 
references would lead into the history of 
art in the case of the Equipo Crónica, and 
to recent history – basically repressed me-
mories of the Civil War – for the Equipo 
Realidad.
Paris was to become the centre of the cri-
tical view of the regime, due to the signifi-
cant number of political refugees drawn to 
Editions Ruedo Ibérico during that decade. 
The books it published, and particularly 
the Cuadernos (Notebooks) de Ruedo Ibé-
rico, created an underground current of cri-
tical opinion that would carry across to the 
other side of the Pyrenees. Equally, Paris 
was to provide the context for pictorial pro-
duction for artists such as Eduardo Arroyo 
(1937), who, like the others, embodied a 
figurative alternative to the predominant 
informalist abstraction and turned his cri-
tical gaze upon the cultural and political 
situation in his country. The exhibition at 
the 1963 Paris Biennial of the series Los 
cuatro dictadores (The Four Dictators), 
1963, made him persona non grata for the 
Spanish regime, which made him move 
definitively to France, where he had been 
living since 1958. His moving away from 
Spain and the far less direct relationship 
established between his artistic work and 
political action, distanced him to a great 
extent from the debate that had produced 
the Estampa Popular and the Valencian 
teams with whom he shared exhibition 
space. Arroyo’s aesthetic does not come 
from the question of realism, so central 

to the political art of the time, but from 
the Spanish critical tradition of semantic 
games and allegory. Spain and its cultural 
and artistic clichés were to become the 
central theme of his critical iconography.
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