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Making use of a wide variety of techniques and expressive processes—from 
painting to installation, from photography and video to interventions in public 
space, from the artist’s book to documentary research—and employing an in-
terdisciplinary approach, Rogelio López Cuenca has developed an artistic proj-
ect that is both eclectic and biting. In his work he sets out to critically disman-
tle the official historical narratives and apparently non-ideological messages 
propagated by the mass media.

López Cuenca’s work, which is often collaborative in nature and unfolds as 
an open process, analyzes how hegemonic discourses and representations 
of power are introduced, extended, and legitimized in today’s postindustrial 
societies, attempting to unravel the hidden genealogies at their base. With de-
liberately political intent, but without renouncing irony or a certain playfulness, 
through his projects he has addressed issues such as the construction of the 
image of the Other in Western culture, the motivations and implications of 
modern-day immigration policy, and the use of art and culture to promote and 
whitewash speculative real estate operations.

Active since the mid-1980s, when he participated in such fascinating experienc-
es of collective creation as the Agustín Parejo School or UHP, López Cuenca’s 
work is grounded in an expanded conception of poetry and writing that seeks 
confluences between them and the visual arts and media narratives. He does 
this in the firm belief that any aesthetic project that seeks to be transformative 
must necessarily take into account its contextual framework and actively em-
bed itself in the realities of where it will take place.
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José Guirao Cabrera
Minister of Culture and Sport

To a certain extent, the principal objective of Rogelio López Cuenca—who can be 
placed within the tradition of institutional critique and linked to the vitalist and 
transgressive drive of the historical avant-gardes as well as the more unorthodox 
drifts of Pop Art—is to create a body of work and of artistic research in connec-
tion with language. Or, more precisely, in connection with the narratives and forms 
of representation with which institutions of power (including artistic and aca-
demic institutions) try to impose and extend their vision of the world, and also 
the possibility of using artistic means/languages to create counter-discourses 
that might unmask such narratives and help to undo them.

López Cuenca has always tried to ensure that his work developed and had an 
audience outside of the museum; and he often (re)uses and/or intervenes upon 
pre-existing material or objects, calling into question the central role that orig-
inality and genius continue to play in the world of art. In addition, in many of 
his projects he accounts for how creative works have been historically used to 
propagate the dominant imaginary, and are now playing a fundamental role in the 
transformation of cities through the phenomena of gentrification and touristifi-
cation into “city-brands”.

Keep Reading, Giving Rise, the first major retrospective exhibition to be dedicated 
to Rogelio López Cuenca, examines the consistent and different derivations and 
ramifications within the artist’s trajectory, and allows us to appreciate the singu-
larity and complexity of his work by highlighting his extraordinary ability to ana-
lyze processes, situations, and the crucial issues that shape our understanding 
of the present.
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In recent years, Antonio Gramsci’s theory of cultural hegemony, which sug-
gests that political struggles must necessarily be accompanied or even pre-
ceded by a struggle in the realm of the symbolic, has been assimilated into 
the core of conservative activism. This process of appropriation began in the 
United States in the 1980s and 1990s, when, as aggressive campaigns were 
being waged by certain sectors of American society against artists such as 
Robert Mapplethorpe, there began to appear the first theoretical texts on the 
culture war. As Claudio Zulian explains in a recent article in the blog Dominio 
Público, these texts argued that the left wing’s adoption of Gramscian theory 
permitted the global expansion of “progressive culture.” This idea, which was 
initially confined to a relative minority of conservative activists, has become a 
programmatic focal point, and today there is hardly an essay on the culture war 
and its offshoots that does not feature a comment on Gramsci, whose thinking 
was essentially the opposite of their own.

When we turn the focus to the world of art, parallel to this process in the 1980s 
and 1990s came a second wave of institutional critique represented by artists like 
Andrea Fraser in the United States, who revised and broadened the questioning of 
the “art institution” initiated in the 1960s by such artists as Marcel Broodthaers, 
Hans Haacke, and Michael Asher. Within this new wave can be situated Rogelio 
López Cuenca’s work that, unlike more orthodox institutional critique, broadens 
the scope beyond the art system to include the vast machinery of the world that 
houses the system.

Understanding that if the artist wishes to exert a truly transformational social 
function, he or she must take risks and abandon the meta-discursive function that 
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had led the more Adornian facets of institutional critique into a nonproductive 
self-absorption, over close to four decades López Cuenca has taken on issues 
that include the (un)reason behind global migration policies; the historical ef-
fects of colonialism and its perpetuation and current means of self-reinvention 
(which would be evidenced by apparently disparate phenomena such as mass 
tourism, gentrification, or the use of multiculturality as a cosmetic instrument 
of legitimization); the accelerating process of the spectacularization of culture 
in the past decades; and the new forms of speculation and material or symbolic 
dispossession encouraged by neoliberalism.

By positioning himself actively and consciously on the margins of art, and putting 
emotions at the core of his work—in which he organically incorporates elements 
of pop culture and media narratives—López Cuenca manages to transcend and 
rescale what Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello define as the “artist critique” of 
capitalism (summed up in the 1968 slogan “Power to the imagination!”), which, 
they claim, has been fully absorbed by a capitalism that has strategically used it 
to further “a post-Fordist restructuring of production.”

To paraphrase Zulian, capitalism has appropriated progressive thinking’s 
classical demands concerning individual rights, as this thinking has been 
moving steadily away from the universalist perspective defended by such 
writers as Gramsci. This appropriation has allowed capitalism to reconstitute 
itself and open new market niches, bringing about the emergence and expan-
sion of a new form of deeply toxic subjectivity: the individual as a narcissistic 
consumer seeking only his or her own pleasure and incapable of empathy 
toward others (who are seen as potential competitors, potential obstacles in 
satisfying the consumerist drive). Given the impossibility of meeting expecta-
tions of consumption—which is implicit in the system’s structural inequality, 
though also aggravated by the crisis—the individual often turns resentful and 
begins to perceive him- or herself as a victim. And this feeling of resentment 
is being skillfully exploited by certain reactionary movements, whose task is 
facilitated by the inability of progressive forces (bereft, as we have noted, of a 
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universalist perspective as an effective counterargument to consumerist univer-
salism) to rebuild their own emancipatory project, and to generate discourses 
and imaginaries that would again speak to citizens’ concerns.

Against such a backdrop, López Cuenca’s work is highly relevant: in its deter-
mination and capacity to analyze the workings of contemporary power; for the 
firm commitment to ground the work in the territory it which it is articulated; and 
for creating and reclaiming cartographies, memories, and narratives that subvert 
the logic of capital. As María Salgado points out in her essay in the present cat-
alogue, nourished and driven by “desiring and imagining unalienated forms of 
creation,” his work—strongly dialogical and unequivocally process-based—looks 
at how hegemonic narratives are constructed in both the politico-economic and 
sociocultural spheres and explores the fissures that can be opened within them.

López Cuenca seeks to create artistic-narrative dispositifs that help to unveil 
the hidden genealogies and ideological constructs behind discourses, phe-
nomena, and practices we consider neutral and/or inevitable consequences 
of a natural occurrence. He makes use of techniques and strategies—collage, 
appropriationism, détournement—deeply rooted in the avant-garde tradition, 
and works from a critical stance with the archive as a tool that challenges and 
transcends historiography.

In engaging in what we might call an exercise of post-situationist sabotage, many 
of the artist’s works act upon objects and surfaces of media culture, the consum-
er world, and scenographies of power: billboards, posters, souvenirs, magazine 
covers, items of clothing, traffic lights, flags, maps, and so on. Modifying or re-
contextualizing these objects makes us aware of the use they are typically put to 
impose and legitimize the dominant scale of values. 

The use of these objects and other “bastard” materials—besides serving to call 
into question the uniqueness of the artwork, this auratic dimension that, in spite 
of the entire revision and reformulation process to which art has been subjected 
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Manuel Borja-Villel
Director of the Museo Nacional
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since the dawn of the avant-gardes, continues to be attributed to it—has impli-
cations that should not be ignored. In a context of both material and symbolic 
productive overkill in which anything can be commodified—as the artist’s de-
cade-long work on the “Picassification of Málaga” reveals only too well—López 
Cuenca’s decision to work with pre-existing materials, to not add more consumer 
items to a society in no need of them, is profoundly political.

On the basis of an expanded conception of aesthetic practice, by incorporating 
emotions as a touchstone of his work in which parody and the popular occupy a 
central place, and though a critical use of media language and other hegemonic 
narratives, Rogelio López Cuenca has developed a multifaceted, heterodox, and 
post-artistic body of work capable of unfolding as an “event” in the sense of the 
sociologist Alain Badiou. By infiltrating into the interstices of the system, often 
camouflaged as apparently normative discourse, the artist’s projects introduce 
an anomaly, a kind of short circuit, that facilitates a shifting of our perceptive 
codes and ways of seeing and interpreting reality. His work acts as a “dispositif 
capable of generating counter-histories,” to paraphrase Marco Baravalle who, in 
his lucid and propositional analysis not lacking in a certain poetical intent, at-
tempts to unveil and reverse the concealed operation of ordering and producing 
the truth that the vast discursive machinery of power sets into motion.
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Work is a  
Four-Letter Word,  
Word is a  
Four-Letter Work

Works by  
Rogelio López Cuenca  
on the Expanded  
Poetic Field

María Salgado

The original sentence, which has its origins in the common Eng-
lish euphemism “four-letter word” for expletives (like “damn,” 
“fuck,” “shit,” etc.), is also the title and chorus of a song from 1987 
by the Smiths (which is actually a cover version of a Cilla Black 
original from 1968): “Work Is A Four-Letter Word.”1 Thus “work,” 
according to the sentence, is a four-letter word, and this has been 
applied to other important entities in human life, in sentences 

1. I thank the translator 
George Hutton for 
his comments on the 
expression “is a  
four-letter word,” without 
which I would not have 
been able to consider the 
pairing in such depth.
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such as “Love is a four-letter word” or “Hope is a four-letter word.” 
If we change the order of the nouns in the original sentence—
as Rogelio López Cuenca does in No/W/here (1998)2—“Word is a 
four-letter work,” it then acquires several other meanings, and its 
duplicity multiplies as it retains the specter of its origin, so that 
we continue to infer something ugly in the “word,” and, metaphor-
ically, in the “language,” and, in addition, the word in question still 
effectively contains four letters. It is interesting to see how far the 
meaning of the two sentences is shifted by the simple exchange 
of a letter, and the effective denotation of a syntagma as simple 
as “four-letter” changes to an offensive connotation, or vice-versa. 
I will now try to translate both sentences to Spanish so that we 
can delve further into the multivocal functioning of the poetic 
machine created by this pair of sentences in No/W/here, a mech-
anism that also appears in “Travail Travel Dir Diner (Canzonella),” 
a short preface by Rogelio López Cuenca to El trabajo,3 a book by 
Pedro G. Romero.

The Spanish equivalents retain the aggressiveness but lose much 
of the legibility, the fine shift of the play on words that, albeit 
unintentionally, signals and stages a basic theory for a political 
economy of poetry: words are work, and a word—any word, phrase, 
syntagma, or verbal unit—is the product of a linguistic labor by a 
speaker and a listener, as material as, say, a hand crank. (1) One 
possible Spanish translation of the original sentence, “El trabajo 
es un insulto de siete letras” (Work is a seven-letter insult), sounds 
strangely abstract; “El trabajo es una mierda” (Work is shit) would 
get closer to the expression by using an expletive; “El trabajo es 
una M” (Work is an S) transfers the euphemistic aspect of the 
phrase; but to maintain its homophony we would have to stray 
further and try “¡Abajo el trabajo!” (Down with work!). (2) For the 
second sentence, “La palabra es un trabajo de siete letras” (Word 
is a seven-letter work), retaining the stress on the number of let-
ters loses the relevance of counting the letters and also the nega-
tive connotation. “La palabra es una M (The word is an S) sounds 
frankly mysterious, whereas “Trabajar el lenguaje es una mierda” 
(To work language is shit) could perhaps recover the odious nature 
of linguistic work, an evaluative notion that permeates not only the 
pair of sentences in question but also several others in the text of 

2. No/W/here is the 
name of a poster printed 
for Word$ Word$ Word$ 
(1994), but also of 
a “circulating poem” 
printed on the panels of 
the Tecla Sala space in 
L’Hospitalet de Llobregat 
in 1998. A version of 
this installation (this 
time located in Brazilian 
historical and political 
geography) was 
included in Astilhãografo, 
López Cuenca’s 
exhibition at the 25th 
Bienal de São Paulo in 
2002, curated by Alicia 
Chillida. No/W/here is set 
out along a metro line, 
on either side of which 
copies of different works 
by the artist are hung 
with a large number of 
texts appropriated (in 
both senses of the word) 
for the occasion.

3. Pedro G. Romero, 
El trabajo (Seville: 
Ediciones R.A.R.O, 1997), 
9–20. The publication 
is part of the Almadraba 
project curated by 
Corinne Diserens and 
Mar Villaespesa.
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No/W/here, such as “El obrero lingüístico no sabe lo que hace ni 
por qué” (The linguistic laborer knows not what they do nor why).

The homology between linguistic and non-linguistic work, be-
tween the worker and the linguistic worker, between capital and 
linguistic capital, between production and linguistic production, 
and between alienation and linguistic alienation expressed by this 
not knowing what we do or why is one of the foundations of Italian 
philosopher Ferruccio Rossi-Landi’s coupling of Marx’s economic 
theory and Wittgenstein’s theory of language that he developed 
from the late 1960s through the 1970s in books such as Il lin-
guaggio come lavoro e come mercato (Language as Work and Trade), 
where we find the following:

As a repeater of compulsory and super-personal models, the linguistic 
worker comes to find himself in a situation where he does not know what 
he is doing when he speaks, why he speaks as he does speak; he belongs 
to processes of linguistic production that condition him from the outset, 
that compel him to see the world in certain ways and that make original, 
or simply different, work difficult for him.4

The fictions of individuality, originality, and geniality in a great 
deal of the messages that make up the communities we in-
habit are called into question here by the very fact of the lin-
guistic production that has come before us and produced us 
as speakers. As workers separated from the community work 
that produced those statements, we project them and imitate 
them in strongly programmed communicational situations, 
happily thinking we know what we are saying when we say it, 
and without understanding the workings of the institutionalized 
language in which what we think we are saying has been pre-
viously normalized and prerecorded, and is thus foreseeable. 
It is here, where these beliefs or transparent messages are 
held, that Rogelio López Cuenca’s work makes its mark as, in 
his words, “a deviation of the linguistic norm.”5 Rogelio López 
Cuenca’s work with language(s) could well be said to be defined 
as giving back the initiative to the speaker in the pertinent lan-
guage when it is both received and issued, in desiring and imagin-
ing unalienated forms of creation, intervening with non-verbal as 
well as verbal signs in the flow of circulation, or, in general terms, 

4. Ferruccio Rossi-
Landi, Language as Work 
and Trade: A Semiotic 
Homology for Linguistics 
and Economics, trans. 
Martha Adams et 
al. (South Hadley, 
MA: Bergin & Garvey 
Publishers, 1983), 64.

5. “I accuse myself 
of believing that the 
essence of what we 
call artistic creation 
is simply a deviation 
of the linguistic norm, 
and that everything 
from the oral tradition 
to the contamination 
of language with or 
to Pound, to collage 
and montage, Pop 
Art and ready mades, 
parody, manipulation, 
recontextualisations, 
quotes, irony and 
intertexts are the tools 
on which that ‘creation’ 
is based.” Rogelio López 
Cuenca, “J(e m)’accuse,” 
trans. Nuria Rodriguez, 
in Hojas de ruta, exh. cat. 
Museo Patio Herreriano 
(Valladolid, 2009), 206.
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manufacturing unforeseen, humorous, subversive, “not for sale” 
plays on words that would make us understand and address the 
verbal processes we are made up of and immersed in. López 
Cuenca, in doing such work, could also be called a poet. The 
above definition could also describe the function of the poet as 
a highly active speaker in the struggle for returning language to 
those who work it.

Málaga, Centro Cultural Generación del 27, 1986. Three years 
before the poetry recital whose description will follow, the news-
paper El País published the manifesto “La otra sentimentalidad” 
(The Other Sentimentality) signed by three poets from Granada 
who had been very active since the beginning of the decade. The 
text, which favors a revision and renewal of historical forms of 
constructing sentimentality in poetry without questioning the 
former’s primary role in the latter, symbolically inaugurates a 
long period in which colloquialist expressive poetics were to 
dominate, while those experiments in intensifying language in 
the 1960s and 1970s were to recede into the background. This 
was a literary turning point that continues to influence the more 
institutionalized forms of the verbal art we call poetry. At the 
Centro Cultural Generación del 27, in 1986, the young poet in-
vited to the event was uneasy because the critic and poet who 
was to present him was not there. And given the absence of this 
professor who, as is customary at such cultural events, should 
have initiated the proceedings, the poet decided to present him-
self. It is then that, confounding expectations, he pressed “play” 
on a video player connected to a television placed where the 
young poet’s body should have been standing as he recited. At 
that precise moment, the professor appeared, not by suddenly 
turning up at the event, but on the screen of the TV, as a photo-
graph. The photograph of the man’s face is resting on a calcu-
lator out of which comes a roll of paper with the printed text of 
the presentation. The text, which also appears on the first page 
of LCR, a booklet of poems specially published for the occasion 
by the host institution, features statements that strongly differ 
from the aforementioned manifesto, insofar as they ask about a 
potential task of poetic action conscious of the long agony the 
medium finds itself in: “the conviction of the endemic and the 
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search for other dreams elsewhere: in agraphy and in cacogra-
phy; in the seismograph and in the aerograph; in the crossword 
puzzle and in the electroencephalogram.”

Then, following this informal formal presentation, upon the 
screen passes a succession of recordings of drawings and texts 
on paper, a wall, and some paper dice whose different sides re-
veal a bilingual sentence, “la poesie / est / un / cadavre / exquise 
/ de diez / arrobas” (poetry is an exquisite corpse of ten arrobas 
[110.3 kg]) against a musical collage combining classical music, 
film soundtracks, flamenco, new wave, and punk. Most of the 
pieces of paper in the ultra-low-tech, Paper Tiger TV-type video 
contain textual works of what we could call low (graphic) qual-
ity and (expressive) capacity, like a football betting sheet that 
functions as both a betting sheet and, for all purposes, a sonnet 
(fourteen lines of rhymed hendecasyllables in two quartets and 
two tercets); or like a paragraph from a bank letter, graphically 
rearranged to match the poetic meter of a lira, entitled “Lira”; 
or a series of phrases in Italian, French, and English. The vid-
eo ends with the broadcasting of a sort of comic composed of 
pieces that seem to be close-ups of a drawing, subtitled with 
text fragments that conclude with: “El poema es una operación 
a vida o muerte” (A poem is an operation of life and death). This 
comic-like device composed of (close-up) drawings and text (as 
subtitles) can be seen in several of López Cuenca’s works on 
paper of the same period: from Brixton Hill,6 a compilation of po-
ems, and the booklet R,7 to unpublished notebooks such as A 
vida o muerte (1985).

The author of the critical introduction was Esteban Pujals  
Gesalí, a poet, professor of English language at the Universi-
dad de Málaga, and later the first translator in Spain of the po-
ets in the Language movement. The poet, who was never again 
invited in that capacity to any other poetic event, was Rogelio 
López Cuenca. The title of the video (video-poem? video-recit-
al?) was Poesie pour le poivre, which translates from the French 
as “Poetry for pepper,” but which, translated graphically and 
phonetically from Spanish—mischievously taking away a bit of 
value from the six monemes of “poivre”—could echo the half-

6. Rogelio López Cuenca, 
Brixton Hill, Colección 
Newman / Poesía, 
14 (Málaga: Junta de 
Andalucía. Consejería de 
Cultura, 1986).

7. Rogelio López Cuenca, 
LCR (Málaga: Centro 
Cultural de la Generación 
del 27, 1986).
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verse “poesía para el pobre” (poetry for the poor) from Gabriel  
Celaya’s well-known poem “La poesía es un arma cargada de fu-
turo” (Poetry is a Weapon Loaded with the Future). “Poesía para 
el pobre, poesía necesaria / como el pan de cada día” (Poetry for 
the poor, poetry we need / like our daily bread). What is at stake 
here is a function (the poet’s), a medium (video), and certain 
forms of language, life, culture, and cultural events, which from 
that moment on would absorb the meaning of the noun “poetry” 
in Spain.

I have written elsewhere at length on how Rogelio López Cuenca’s 
flight toward the wider space of the visual arts,8 first with the 
collective Agustín Parejo School, and then on his own, metapho-
rizes the turn of the limited space of Spanish poetry toward a 
kind of poetry that essentially ignored the graphic, sonic, prag-
matic, and conceptual trials of the decade of formal experimen-
tation between the 1960s and 1970s, and likewise ignored the 
ideas on language and writing that circulated during that time. 
Despite adopting a programmatic emphasis on everyday life and 
the urban experience as well as predicating progressive values, 
the conflation of othersentimental poetic and cultural practices 
(and their derivations and opponents) produced, or reproduced, 
a conservative formality entirely at odds with López Cuenca’s 
poetry for the poivre. In the absence of what we could call an 
extra-parliamentary Left in the poetry world to act as a horizon 
of expectation for expanded uses of language and demystify-
ing attitudes of an increasingly hegemonic idea about poetry 
and the figure of the poet, his work shifted toward the context 
of the visual arts. Although that context had also regressed to-
ward certain types of formal and commercial order in the 1980s 
and 1990s, it still offered possible frameworks of interpretation 
for textual approaches like those of the young poet-on-the-run 
López Cuenca.

Are we to think of Rogelio López Cuenca, then, as a poet who 
became an artist? Yes and no—the answer depends on what de-
piction of what other trajectory we compare his to; on whether 
we choose to ignore the evidence of the art context (museums, 
galleries) his work has been exhibited in since the late 1980s, and 

8. See María Salgado, 
“La centralidad del 
lenguaje en la obra de 
Rogelio López Cuenca,” 
Tropelías. Revista de 
teoría de la literatura y 
literatura comparada, no. 
26 (2016): 100–12; and 
El Momento Analírico. Una 
historia invertida de la 
poesía en España desde 
1964 (forthcoming).
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Málaga Euskadi da 1986
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Sin Larios 1992
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on whether we play at imagining that depiction as the graphic 
representation of a poet’s function laid out between the idea(s) 
on hand of what a poet might be and the sociohistorical con-
texts that produce that possibility.

If we compare López Cuenca’s multidirectional flight against the 
straight line of the careers of most poets of his age in Spain, we 
can only conclude that he has wandered off of it; but if we look 
back some decades we find numerous hybrid poetic lives. And if 
we go back even further, to the twenty years spanning the end of 
the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth century, then we 
encounter a large number of figures who treaded the line, inhab-
ited, or influenced the poetic medium and other artistic media of 
their time: visual, audio, performative, or theatrical. From José 
Luis Castillejo to Vito Acconci, from Aleksei Kruchenykh to Kurt 
Schwitters, from Stéphane Mallarmé’s influence on Georges 
Braque and Pablo Picasso to their proximity to Gertrude Stein, we 
see a multitude of entrances, exits, and points of contact that not 
only cohere but also correlate with the exits, entrances, and points 
of contact between the graphic, spatial, and aural media both on 
and off the pages of books: on the open plane of the world, re-
discovered as a space for inscription of and for expanded poetry. 
Naturally, such a shift in the plane of inscription (from the verse, 
poem, or book to every possible ground and medium, and from ev-
ery possible ground or medium to the book, poem, or verse) would 
necessarily involve very profound changes in, for instance, how 
texts were made available (from poetry readings to performance, 
from the printed verse to the “circulating poem”) or the size of the 
inscription. Changing the scale of the letter implies—as Robert 
Smithson pointed out in his short but vibrant introductory text to 
his 1967 exhibition Language to be Looked at and/or Things to be 
Read—taking into account the rescaling of perspective required 
for reading or inscribing the geography of contemporary urban 
space: “The scale of a letter in a word changes one’s visual mean-
ing of the word. Language thus becomes monumental because of 
the mutations of advertising.”9

Smithson’s consideration, too, points to some of the problems 
of Rogelio López Cuenca and his wanderings through verbal, 

9. Smithson signed this 
text as Eton Corrasable. 
In Robert Smithson, 
The Collected Writings 
(Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1996). 
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visual, and verbo-visual poetics. One of these is that a sign 
will signify different things to its reader depending on how it is 
given form to and inserted in social space. Another is that ver-
bal artifacts possess a certain scale, gloss, color, etc. A third 
issue is the necessary tension between any kind of writing, po-
etry for instance, and the goal-directed nature of graphic ad-
vertising. Both use language and a certain typography. Poetry 
that is written using the tools of a mass print media such as 
advertising billboards must take into account the mutations 
that occur in the process of reading the text when the objective 
is not commercial in nature, whether appearing in the same 
medium (such as on a billboard like Que surja, 1991) or in an-
other (such as a poem or book). While many of Rogelio López 
Cuenca’s détournements—in which language is appropriated 
and diverted—are semantically less abstract than Mallarmé’s 
Un coup de dés, the spirit of his détournements is kindred to 
Mallarmé in that “the same words the businessmen read every 
morning (in the newspaper)—exactly the same!… if they should 
come across them in some poem of mine, they no longer un-
derstand them.”10

In the beginnings of the genealogy in which Rogelio López Cuenca 
may be found as a poet—where we might also find, if necessary, 
Joan Brossa and Isidoro Valcárcel Medina—would lie the 
printed words and letters of a newspaper. Johanna Drucker, in 
The Visible Word, her history of the experimental typography of 
1909 to 1923, tells how one of the inspirations of the graphic 
composition of Un coup de dés was Mallarmé’s negative 
reaction to the mechanized reading habits formed by the daily 
press.11 Much of Drucker’s history of radical typography in 
the early twentieth century deals with how the different avant-
garde aesthetics would change the planes of language and 
writing, responding and resituating their innovations in three 
instances of tension: (1) the mass, primarily print media, which 
consolidated its existence in the 1930s; (2) advertising, with the 
explosion of corporate design in the 1920s thanks to figures like 
Herbert Bayer and Jan Tschichold, that gradually undermined 
and normalized the deviant, disruptive uses of typography 
of the Cubists, Futurists, and Dadaists to transform it into a 

10. “Les mots mêmes 
que le Bourgeois lit tous 
les matins, les mêmes! 
Mais voilà: s’il lui arrive 
de les retrouver en tel 
mien poème, il ne les 
comprend plus.” Quoted 
by Craig Dworkin in his 
introduction to Against 
Expression: An Anthology 
of Conceptual Writing 
(Evanston: Northwestern 
University Press, 2010), 
liv n43.

11. Johanna Drucker,  
The Visible Word: 
Experimental  
Typography and  
Modern Art, 1909–1923 
(Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1994), 56.
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graphics serving a smooth process of enunciation for selling 
products;12 and (3) state and/or party propaganda. These same 
instances of tension in the expanded poetic field are the fields 
in which López Cuenca consciously and precisely operates, 
following the lines drawn by the avant-gardes and neo-avant-
gardes in their critical strategies against the rationalistic, 
authoritarian, and colonial stances of the modern project, 
at a time when television, the Internet, and advertising have 
succeeded in occupying whole areas of social space.

Rogelio López Cuenca takes care, for instance, when shifting the 
scale of his work from the page to public space, or from public 
space to the museum, not to recur to spectacular or gimmicky 
uses of commercial graphic strategy. The dangers of this can be 
seen with some of Joan Brossa’s visual poems when they were 
taken out of their early 1980s formats—the same size as other 
verse poems in books—and scaled up in the 1990s to function as 
monuments or to fill the pages of large-format publications. If we 
compare López Cuenca’s fragile low-tech India ink graphic works 
on paper from the 1980s to later works produced with more re-
sources on other supports in the 1990s and 2000s—such as the 
walls of the pavilion in Astilhãografo (2002), the signs of Décret nº1 
(1992), the various posters of Warning Flag (1992), the postcards, 
stickers, and billboards—we see no unjustified stylization. They 
may be more polished and finer to the eye and touch, but what the 
artist does is to appropriate words and sentences as they are print-
ed in commercial, institutional, or corporate material and then, by 
skewing their meanings—which by being predictable render their 
signifiers transparent—distort and divert some of their value as 
communicative merchandise. 

Rather than gently texturizing his work toward design, which would 
fit the desires of consumerism, López Cuenca tends to imitate its 
literal crafting to produce critical applications, isolating a defini-
tion of poetry as a critique of language rather than as poetic verse 
or an expression of private sentiment. Take for example Mots en 
liberté (1990), which is reminiscent of Mallarmé’s les mots just 
as much as Marinetti’s parole in libertà. The piece, perhaps the 
most emblematic expression of the century of poetry I speak of 

12. Ibid., 239.
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above, reveals the other, capitalistic side of the “freedom” of 
neoliberal democracies. A simple composition takes syllables 
from brands such as Carlsberg, which are painted in the old 
technique of oil on canvas. A similar effect is produced without 
the use of a single letter in the Bandera de Europa (1992), which 
remakes the European Union flag replacing the stars on a blue 
background with yellow logotypes belonging to large corpora-
tions (from Mercedes-Benz to ”la Caixa”) as a perfect replace-
ment of EU members. Logotypes as alphabets, merchandise 
as messages.

Poetry in López Cuenca’s work operates by appropriating and 
inverting, permuting, splitting, and dividing out words and im-
ages, in order to slow down and provoke a reorganization of our 
reading of them. To break with the tool or expression (following 
Rossi-Landi’s homology) so that, as our eyes, ears, and sense 
reconstruct it, we realize what it was made up of in our lan-
guage; this is a frequent strategy in both the aforementioned 
comics and on the billboard Que surja, the paintings Mots en 
liberté and Life (1988), and the sign Traverser (1989). A simi-
lar strategy is the characteristically multilingual nature of the 
phrases, which force us to stop and call into play all of our 
memory, intuition, and the scraps of other languages we pick 
up as inhabitants of an interconnected world. López Cuenca’s 
works force us to endeavor to understand what we are seeing 
as we read; in other words, it forces us to seize our linguis-
tic initiative, sometimes by starting with a wrong letter (“k” in-
stead of “d”), other times with a similarity in spelling (poivre), 
or a typographic logo (Carlsberg), others with the meaning we 
expected (“poor”) or a literary reference (Marinetti, parole in li-
bertà; Picabia, Traverser les idées comme ont traverse les villes 
et les frontières), etc.

But it might help in considering as poetry all the permutations, 
incisions, twists, and reappropriations I have described—be-
yond or before the sociohistorical contexts and genealogies 
that they belong to as such, or my elaboration in this essay—
to let yourself be provoked by the vibrancy of Rogelio López 
Cuenca’s “verses” (and I use this word purposefully). One is 
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a garbage can with the icon from the “Fragile” sticker on it (a 
shattered glass) next to the French and English words that give 
the work its title: Poème / Poem (1993). Another is the sign and 
sticker Real zone / Don’t even think of poetry here (1990), placed 
in different sites in New York (a twist on the city’s habitual traf-
fic sign “Red Zone: Don’t Even Think of Parking Here”). Where 
is the poetry? Where isn’t it? In my understanding, the idea is 
not to define a space where poetry will always be present (the 
street, books, the discarded, the everyday, the lowbrow), but 
to build a tension in which poetry can become present. Thus I 
can’t think of hardly any more poetic effects than inadequacy, 
displacement, and affirming by negating. There is no poetry 
where there is no tension.
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La chanson de Ronald 1985



48 Das Taschentuch 1985



Untitled 1985



50 Poesie pour le poivre 1986
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Poesie pour le poivre 1986



52
A vida o muerte 1985
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54 Txantxar 1986



55Un cadáver en la boca 1985



56 Amant ideal 19 ans 1986



57



58 LCR 1986
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Brixton Hill 1986



60
Home Swept Hole 1993



Travail Travel Dir Diner (Canzonella) 1997



62 Tocomocho 1998



63Petit poème en prose 1998



Desc Arte 1998
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posT PounD Poem mAChine 1998
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O poeta é um fingidor 1989
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In a Station of the Metro 1988



70 Ma-chine 1989
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Poezie Proletarska 1988



72 Poem 1989
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Constructs 1989
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Life 1988
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Toujours ivre 1988
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Do Not Cross Art Scene 1991



80 Dichterisch 1994
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Pour trouver 1998



82 Dans ce condition 1992
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Los pronombres 1993



84 Rien 1989
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Metáfora 2005
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Leila 2015

Ulrike 2015

Kathleen 2015
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This is Not  
the N-340  
Highway
 

Sergio Raimondi

Oral narratives, photographs, articles from newspapers and 
magazines in different languages, chronicles, novels, history 
books, scholarly articles, an Encarta encyclopedia entry, etch-
ings, comic strips, films, and videos make up the bulk of Málaga 
1937, a project for the “recovery of historical memory” with re-
gard to the exodus and killing of the thousands and thousands 
of people who took to the road from Málaga to Almería in the 

Málaga 1937 2007
(previous and following pages)
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di 1. All of the quotes and 
references in this text 
are taken from https://
www.lopezcuenca.
com/malaga-1937/, the 
multimedia webpage 
accompanying the 
exhibition at Sala 
Alameda, Málaga, 2007. 
The page includes a 
documentation section 
listing books, magazines, 
websites, films, and 
radio documentaries 
consulted as well as 
the sources for the 
images and testimonies. 
The facsimile edition 
of Norman Bethune’s 
book El crimen del 
camino Málaga-Almería. 
Relato con documentos 
gráficos de la crueldad 
fascista (Valencia, 1937), 
and the passage from 
chapter 4 of George 
Orwell’s Homage to 
Catalonia, first published 
in 1938, were also 
extracted from the site. 
I used the Málaga 1937 
catalogue, published 
for the occasion by the 
Diputación de Málaga, 
that explores the 
exhibition alongside the 
memorial inaugurated 
in Torre del Mar. Hans 
Magnus Enzensberger 
published Der kurze 
Sommer der Anarchie. 
Buenaventura Durrutis 
Leben und Tod in 1972; 
Anagrama published 
the first translation into 
Spanish, entitled El corto 
verano de la anarquía. Vida 
y muerte de Buenaventura 
Durruti, a year later 
(the citation in the text 
was translated from 
the German original). 
Michel Foucault reads 
Nietzsche in “Nietzsche, 
la généalogie, l’historie,” 
in Hommage à Jean 
Hyppolite (Paris: Presses 
Universitaire de France, 
1971). Adolfo Sánchez 
Vázquez published Las 
ideas estéticas de Marx 
(1965) and Estética 
y marxismo (1970) 
in Mexico.

early hours of February 7–8 that year, fleeing from the fascist 
troops advancing on the city.1 How does one read this collec-
tion of materials? One could start by noticing the volume of it. 
In this huge mass of materials there is a deceptive perspective: 
two, three, or even four times the amount could be presented, 
and yet there is something about the experience of the peo-
ple who made, or attempted to make, the more than two-hun-
dred-kilometer journey over several days and nights, exposed 
to gunfire from cruisers stationed off the coast or airplanes 
flying close overhead, that cannot be recovered. Hundreds of 
interviews cannot truly touch it, nor can hundreds of images, 
hundreds of documents. But there is another way to look at 
this, which adds to rather than contradicts this perspective. 
The actual magnitude of the occurrences can only be con-
veyed by the extent of the material gathered here; or, perhaps 
more precisely and paradoxically, this quantity of material is 
required in order to speak of the magnitude of the silence sur-
rounding the event, the silence that has been built up over the 
years and lasts still. Before considering any single image, text, 
or sound file—before looking, reading, or listening—we should 
consider, in the massive volume of material gathered together, 
the uncommon weight and mass of this silence.

Yes, all this has not been spoken of. It would, of course, be 
naive to underestimate the kind of operations the construc-
tion of such a silence requires. A silence like this requires 
planning, strategy, work. A silence of this nature is projected 
and raised over decades like a monument, like the Valle de los 
Caídos, the Valley of the Fallen, for instance. The very emer-
gence of the Valle de los Caídos in the Sierra de Guadarrama 
cannot be separated from the silence surrounding the events 
in Málaga of 1937. As an aspiration to disciplinary transcen-
dence by the Franco dictatorship, the silence not only had to 
be dense and synchronic, but it also had to aspire to last. The 
material gathered by Rogelio López Cuenca thus not only ex-
poses an episode in history and the magnitude of the silence 
surrounding it, but it also asks how such a silence could have 
been created and maintained over time. To ask about silence 
is to begin to break it. The will to investigate and compile that 
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brings together the array of material and allows a glimpse of 
the different moments in the very process of the investiga-
tion—piles of photocopies and books, enlarged images on a 
wall, journeys along the old highway, passages highlighted in 
a chronicle, this or that tale eagerly heard—are compulsively 
organized to confront the dictatorial silence. In order to work 
against the artifice of silence, another kind of artifice must be 
set up. This artifice says: we must see, we must say, we must 
tell, we must listen.

Having taken into account the volume, we can now look at the 
heterogeneity of the material in Málaga 1937: visual, auditory, 
audiovisual, textual. And this same diversity exists within each 
genre: photographic reports coexist with graphic strips; a radio 
message from the Nationalist army with a victim’s oral testi-
mony; the journalistic text with a verse by Pablo Neruda or the 
prose of the historical investigation. The quality of heteroge-
neity must also be pondered: if the magnitude of the material 
alerts us to the magnitude of the silence, then the variety of 
it alerts us to the force of homogenization that grounds and 
upholds this temporally and socially prolonged muteness. So, 
faced with the density, duration, and unique nature of the si-
lence, this refutation of it is a narrative grounded in a multi-
plicity of sources, languages, and even positions, to the point 
where the exercise of working your way through the material 
means having to consider both the voice that recounts “When 
I saw that road full of corpses on both sides” and the sentence 
by the journalist, the chief press officer of the rebels, “I never 
saw the slightest trace of all that cannon fire.”

The compositional principle that holds this mass of diverse 
material together is juxtaposition. This is the tool used to 
present a work that is necessarily precarious, tentative, and 
inconclusive, since the material could, each time, be arranged 
in another way. It would be a mistake, however, to consider 
that, through juxtaposition, López Cuenca avoids commen-
tary. Each juxtaposition is itself a commentary. The principle 
is to bring things into relation, even discordant relation, as 
Hans Magnus Enzensberger does with the life of Buenaventura 
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Durruti in Der kurze Sommer der Anarchie (The Brief Summer 
of Anarchy), by using documents and testimonies that refuse 
to match one another. Enzensberger justifies this as follows: 
“The reconstruction is like a puzzle whose pieces can not 
fit seamlessly together. It is precisely there, in the seams of 
the picture, where we have to pause. Perhaps that is where 
the truth of which our narrators speak resides, without their 
knowing it.” The militancy for a multivocal and consequent-
ly discordant narrative thus requires conceiving difference, 
and even contradiction, not so much as a problem but as a 
possible means of accessing history. Discord should not be 
suppressed, as this itself was the strategy of the Falange’s 
silence. 

This is the reason why the material in Málaga 1937 does not lay 
out a single history, but rather many at the same time. Though 
all of them differ to some extent, they invariably narrate a 
tension. Manuel Borgel, nine years old, was tending to pigs in 
Trapiche on February 8, perhaps ignorant of any tension, when 
he was suddenly swept along with the mass exodus. In the 
events of Málaga, this tension takes the form of a conflict in 
world views. Even when one is aware of the possibility of read-
ing the scene not only inaccurately but rather mistakenly, how 
hard it is to contemplate the photograph of the anarchist be-
ing led away in handcuffs by two army officials without notic-
ing the conflict already written into the difference between the 
uniforms and the civilian’s coat, or between the close-cropped 
hair of the officials and the prisoner’s impressive mane. Mála-
ga 1937 insists over and over on this tension, by showing the 
vision of fascist barbarism together with its fascist denial; or 
the horror of those who managed to see the faces of the avia-
tors that gunned down those fleeing, together with Queipo de 
Llano’s proud radio broadcast; or even more subtly, the juxta-
position between a detailed account of Nationalist army vio-
lence and the simultaneous condemnation of the Republican 
abandonment of Málaga, presented as a betrayal from within. 
Making juxtaposition itself function as commentary cedes the 
responsibility of having to contend with these differences to 
the observer. George Orwell’s thoughts on hearing rumors of a 
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possible betrayal on the Republican front (“Not a round more 
for Málaga,” to quote Francisco Largo Caballero) would be a 
possible programmatic stance on looking at history and its 
material: “It set up in my mind the first vague doubts about 
this war in which, hitherto, the rights and wrongs had seemed 
so beautifully simple.” Apparently nothing in history is beauti-
fully simple—ah, not even fascist barbarism. 

What happened in Málaga in 1937 cannot be narrated with-
out also narrating how the meaning of the facts was disputed. 
The reproductions of newspaper headlines from the time are 
useful evidence of how, as the city became disputed terrain, 
the meanings of that dispute are also conflicted. The Grana-
da daily Ideal, for instance, shows how the desperation of the 
many thousands who headed for the roads fleeing the repres-
sive violence could also be made to disappear from language: 
“Málaga, liberated. The people, frantic with enthusiasm, kiss 
the soldiers’ hands and cheer Spain and Franco”; while the 
Falange paper La Nueva España claims, “Fifteen thousand mur-
ders committed by Jews in Málaga alone,” indicating that any 
dispute as to what something means operates through the 
materiality of language. The publication whose headline reads, 
“Since Málaga, the peseta is trading in France at 1.20— La Roja 
has dropped to 0.60,” reiterates not only the fact that every 
version of history rests, both figuratively and literally, on spe-
cific financial interests, but also the question: What is the cost 
in pesetas of establishing a meaning, or even a silence?

Although it is hard at first to find one’s way through the overwhelm-
ing mass of material in all its different versions, counter-versions, 
and experiences, such an accumulation of meaning even caus-
es disorientation, as if this collection of documents intends 
to offer a momentary glimpse of what those who experienced 
“la desbandá,” the massacre on that road from Málaga, went 
through. And yet, even in the clash of different positions, there 
is no chance of avoiding the ostensible evidence: there were 
not two sides there. There was, in reality, a disproportionate 
imbalance between a regular army, with means such as Ger-
man trimotors, Italian aircraft with pilots who cut their teeth 
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in Ethiopia, battleships like the Canarias and the Baleares fir-
ing from off the coast, against a group made up principally of 
women, the elderly, and children walking a horribly long way, 
with only their clothing and perhaps a useless cooking pot as 
their only protection. The image of three tanks in the center of 
Málaga must be countered with that of the woman carrying her 
rolled-up mattress. Iron and wool: the discordance between the 
materials allows no horizontal reading. It is a fatal, asymmet-
rical discordance, also made manifest in a graphic strip show-
ing four soldiers, as local fishermen, pulling a trawl net from 
the sea, dragging the entire population of Málaga with it. The 
violence of the asymmetry had taken the form of the animal-
ization of the enemy. Likewise, the La Nueva España of Oviedo, 
on February 10, 1937, reads, “The highway indeed resembled a 
chicken coop”; while one of the survivors recalls, “Like ants, in 
columns, we went along.”

Therefore, in spite of the volume and variety of material gath-
ered in the exhibition, we mustn’t lose sight of how it is the very 
fragility of the voices of those who experienced the journey 
from Málaga to Almería firsthand that extends the horizon of 
possible narrative paths beyond the traditional authority of the 
text. “Nobody has ever remembered us.” Málaga 1937 merits 
close listening. The timbre of the voice that speaks of “that 
damned highway” transmits the physical quality of the bodies 
whose only refuge was to throw themselves onto the ground 
and wait for good luck. The gentle fragility of the voice presents 
a fair approximation to the fragility of those bodies. But that 
voice can only be heard once we also hear the length of time 
that it was silenced, denied, or suppressed to a murmur be-
tween the four walls of a kitchen. Yes, we must listen. Silence 
can only be broken once the voices of the survivors can at last 
resound in public.

Another element sustaining the juxtaposition is the plurali-
ty of languages in the texts and other documents: alongside 
Spanish there is English, Italian, German, Danish, French, and 
Catalan. The plurilingual nature of the material is an immedi-
ate sign of the international nature of the flight from Málaga. We 
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cannot interpret the journey of the more than 200,000 people 
who left the city for Almería merely as a chapter of the Civil 
War, nor interpret the Civil War as a particular chapter in the 
history of Spain. The linguistic plurality of the exhibit points 
to the many different scales that must be conceived as we 
consider our territory. Local, national, continental, and global 
are superimposed, and must be in our thinking of history and 
memory of the events. How, too, can we speak of a worldwide 
conflagration in one language only? Naturally, the texture of 
languages like Italian and German shows references to the 
fascist alliances: the Nationalist army with the Corpo Truppe 
Volontarie sent by Mussolini, for which “voluntary” is not an 
accurate word, or with the trimotors of the German Luftwaffe. 
There is also, for instance, a German radio broadcast on the 
Condor Legion bombings, which, even with no knowledge of 
German, would be hard not to understand. But in the diverse 
array of languages, naturally including German, Italian, and 
Spanish (because no language carries a national alliance 
within itself), we must also recognize the networks of infor-
mation and counter-information, the understanding of the 
common struggle of the International Brigades, and the possi-
bilities and collective efforts in different parts of the world for 
assembling a global anti-fascist front. 

Some among the mass of diverse material gathered in the ex-
hibit is a product of historiography. López Cuenca’s own prac-
tice resembles this, yet exceeds and questions it. All of Málaga 
1937 can be conceived as a way of throwing the objective ar-
rogance of historiography’s nineteenth-century disciplinary 
consolidation into crisis, as well as an alternative revision of 
the current modes of that practice. Does history belong only 
to historiography? What might other practices have to say 
about history, and how can this knowledge be understood 
when methods and means of presentation change? We would 
thus need to consider the detail that Adolfo Sánchez Vázquez, 
twenty-one years old at the time and a militant in the Unified 
Socialist Youth, was one of those who made the march from 
Málaga to Almería not merely as a documentary fact. Taking 
into account that one of his intellectual trajectories—already 
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from his post-1939 exile in Mexico—sought to reflect on aes-
thetic debates in the Marxist library, it might be more appropri-
ate to consider his figure as a theoretical warning: Málaga 1937 
opens up a question on the possibilities of art as a means for 
struggling with history.

There does in fact exist a history of thinking about history out-
side historiography. Hans Magnus Enzensberger’s attempt to 
tell the life of Durruti, for instance, shows a shift in the docu-
mentary approach in the 1970s that cannot be considered sep-
arately from attempts to work with circumstantial and historical 
material in Germany in the 1920s, or similar attempts in revolu-
tionary Russia. Enzensberger’s idea of a plural (and classist) histo-
ry may owe less to the British Marxist school with its proposal 
of “history from below” than to Bertolt Brecht’s famous poem in 
which an archetypal worker reading an archetypal history book 
wonders about his complete absence from its pages; similarly, 
we should wonder here why, in the midst of so much proper 
historiographical material, César Vallejo’s verses—“along the 
sea which flees from the sea” or “level with the ground which 
flees from the dirt”—suddenly seem to gleam with the light of 
precision. It was also in 1937 that Brecht wrote Señora Carrar’s 
Rifles, having heard rumors of the events in Málaga. Working 
through history from perspectives other than the specifical-
ly historiographical opens up a space for work and reflection 
where history, literature, and memory can no longer be con-
ceived as clear-cut, definitive categories.

Málaga 1937 also aims to bring back the physicality of our expe-
rience of history, as Foucault—reading Nietzsche between the 
lines and against the grain—implicitly demanded of historiog-
raphy: to distinguish the fact that history is made up of bodies 
and acknowledge how it is inscribed in them. The graininess of 
the photographic enlargements signals the materiality of the 
narrative. This, too, is the nature of the firsthand chronicle by 
Canadian surgeon Norman Bethune (from whose book we see 
the only photographs of the event not taken for the purpose 
of Nationalist army propaganda), who offers a sympathetic 
and clinical gaze from an ambulance carrying the “Permanent 
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Blood Transfusion Service.” In order to reinstate the physicality 
of historical experience, the juxtaposition of materials appeals 
to different senses: we may find images (a line of women and 
children wrapped in coats walking along the cliffs, or: “The 
ships were so close to the shore that we could see the sailors”) 
more reliable than dates; sounds (“In the dark, with so many 
people, we didn’t know whether we were with our own side or 
not, and so we started to call out”) more faithful than biblio-
graphical references; or the need to convey the strange feel of 
sugarcane in the stomach more accurate than a supposedly 
more objective fact.

Another particularity continues to attach us to the physicality of 
history: the commentary that one of the reasons why so many 
thousands of women urgently abandoned Málaga was that they 
feared being raped and having their breasts cut off by the Moroc-
can soldiers accompanying the army. History is indeed inscribed 
in bodies, but bodies think of themselves in different ways. One of 
those ways is explicitly stated by Queipo de Llano, the official hero 
of the fall of “Red” Málaga in a broadcast on Radio Sevilla. “Our 
brave soldiers have shown the cowardly Reds what it means to 
be real men. And they showed it to their women, too. This is 
completely justified: those communists and anarchists practice 
free love.” Positions in history are also positions toward women, 
toward the body and its uses, and toward manners of appropri-
ating language, all at the same time. Queipo de Llano, who is 
still buried with full honors (although not for much longer) be-
fore the altar in the church of La Macarena, continues: “Now, at 
least, they will know what real men are, not queer militia.” The 
women who took to the Málaga highway were not fleeing from 
an abstract or general horror, they were fleeing from the horror 
of “real men.”

History not only inscribes itself onto bodies, it also destroys 
them. Nearly seventy years later, one of the survivors recalls 
“the tunnels full of flesh and rubble”; the quality of the body is 
pushed toward a threshold as its humanity merges with inor-
ganic debris. History as the destroyer of bodies: the informa-
tion that the truck drivers traveling the road continued to “find 
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skeletons” even in the 1970s offers up a disquieting image of 
a road where corpses were turned into construction material. 
“Their bones covered the entire trajectory, under the asphalt 
of the new highway,” we hear of the N-340. How do we dissoci-
ate that image from the many stories that still circulate today 
about the monument to Franco at the Valle de los Caídos, built 
with the bodies of its builders? Silence is also made of corps-
es. But if the body is the material that history is inscribed into, 
it also offers the necessary materiality to turn and overcome 
the tendency to destruction: “My aunt still has shrapnel in her.” 
Shrapnel and all, there she is; and the niece’s voice stating 
the potential in the present of the shrapnel-filled body signals 
the need for precaution when identifying victims and survi-
vors. The stigma of being from the same family as a “Red” fol-
lowed those who died for their cause. Memory, as a collective 
elaboration, tends to ignore subtlety and not show too much 
interest in separating the realm of living bodies from that of 
the dead. 

Málaga 1937 cannot be conceived as a “project for the recu-
peration of historical memory” without also considering its 
dimension as a political intervention in the present. The mass 
graves are still there. Going back to Málaga of 1937 thus in-
volves breaking a silence and opening up a perspective onto 
the facts whose existence has been denied; but also, most of 
all, it is an invitation to perceive the persistence with which the 
long years of Franco’s dictatorship still pervade Spanish dem-
ocratic institutions. How can we ignore the crucial role in the 
so-called transition of “young lawyer Arias Navarro, one of the 
public prosecutors from Málaga,” who was present and played 
an active part in the fierce repression following the entrance 
of fascist forces into the city? Going back to Málaga of 1937 
is to return to Málaga of today, and to be part of the essential 
current debates on an all-too-recent history. Once again: nar-
rating Málaga is narrating the disputes about the meanings 
of Málaga. There are the photos of the highway today as a 
reminder of the pressing nature of these disputes. Juxtaposi-
tion cannot exist as a method without questioning the linear 
chronological temporality as a principle for apprehending history. 
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Málaga 1937 also proposes a juxtaposition of different tempo-
ralities that forbids thinking about these as events of the past. 
Those who were children at the time, when they remember, do 
not say, “This, you would have had to see,” but, correctly, “This, 
you have to see.”
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1. Ciudad Picasso 
was the title of a solo 
exhibition of Rogelio 
López Cuenca at  
Galería Juana de 
Aizpuru, Madrid,  
in 2010.

For a Critique  
of the Neoliberal  
Event

Picasso in the  
Dispositif of  
Urban Souvenir  
Formation

Marco Baravalle

Rogelio López Cuenca knows the potential of the archive. Ciudad 
Picasso (Picasso City)1 emerges, in fact, as a collection and archive 
of texts, images, photographs, newspaper articles, and audiovisual 
materials on what the artist identifies as a double parallel process: 
the Picassification of the city of Málaga, and, as a corollary, the 
attribution to Pablo Picasso of a typically malagueño character.
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Characteristic of Ciudad Picasso, at one with a common interest in 
the use of the archive as a source or structure, is the choice of the 
latter as a dispositif capable of generating counter-histories, useful 
for deconstructing the official version—that of the powers that be 
and of the mainstream media, that discursive apparatus that Gilles 
Deleuze aptly defines as the order-word (mot d’ordre).2

The mot d’ordre functions as a mechanism of affirmation of the 
discourse of powers, but at the same time, when it is not a direct 
emanation of the policing institution, it works while concealing 
the presence of the order; here the term order is to be under-
stood not just as a synonym of command but also in its allusion 
to the project, and therefore to a space ordered according to a 
planned process.

The archive is useful because consulting it makes it possible to 
decipher that order. In this way, López Cuenca declares, that dis-
cursive order is revealed that is difficult to trace in the everyday 
reading of the press organs, and the organic nature of the plan for 
turning the city of Málaga into Picasso City emerges.

So how does an archive function? By working simultaneously on 
two axes: the spatial and the temporal. To archive and to consult 
an archive always means organizing knowledge spatially, arrang-
ing it within physical spaces and containers, filing cabinets, ring 
binders, and storage boxes, or exploring a space (either directly 
or with the help of an archivist) and creating a meaningful re-
lation between the various articles consulted through their spa-
tial juxtaposition (even if only mentally). And time? An essential 
element for Picasso City is the impressive press collection on 
the multiple aspects of the “encounter” between Málaga and the 
figure of Picasso. And it is through this instrument, López Cuenca 
reminds us, that time is enabled to free itself from what Walter 
Benjamin called “the small change of ‘the contemporary,’”3 and 
to expose what the everyday reading of the newspapers fails to 
reveal. The potential of the archive, then, develops along the tem-
poral axis as a sign of the noncontemporary, the time of the ar-
chive is what breaks with the contemporary, the latter understood 
as the time of the mot d’ordre.

2. Gilles Deleuze, “What 
is the Creative Act” 
(1987), in Two Regimes 
of Madness: Texts and 
Interviews, 1975–1995, 
ed. David Lapoujade, 
trans. Ames Hodges 
and Mike Taormina 
(New York: Semiotext(e), 
2007), 325.

3. Walter Benjamin, 
“Experience and 
Poverty” (1933), trans. 
Rodney Livingstone, in 
Selected Writings, vol. 2: 
1927–1934 (Cambridge 
MA and London: Belknap 
Press, 1999), 735.
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Through the confrontation between discursive and nondiscursive 
formations, the archive of López Cuenca becomes the instrument 
for a two-way archaeology of the Málaga/Picasso relation. On 
the  one hand, it throws light on the process of the application 
of the Picasso brand to the city and its effects in relation to ur-
ban, political, and cultural history. At the same time, on the other 
hand, by reversing his gaze, López Cuenca illuminates the cre-
ation of a typically Andalusian Picasso in the service of the capi-
talist-cultural reconversion of the city. It is a process that focuses 
on the production of a “different” Picasso, above all when com-
pared with the image that was internationally fashionable until 
some twenty years ago: that of the cosmopolitan and Republican 
artist par excellence.

Ciudad Picasso has the merit of being a project that clarifies the 
terms of the branding of a city based, in the present case, on 
the figure of one of the icons of twentieth-century art. That brand-
ing is pervasive. In Casi de todo Picasso (Almost All About Picasso, 
2010), López Cuenca presented what he called a visual essay, a 
collection of Picasso brand objects and artifacts—some of them 
genuine, others produced by the artist himself—that bears witness 
to the pervasiveness of the body of images connected with the 
malagueño artist. Fans, cups, dolls, postcards, posters, and other 
objects recall that trivial realism to which Harald Szeemann dedi-
cated a section of his Documenta 5 in 1972. When cultural indus-
try and tourism meet, the urban semiosphere seems destined for 
a kitsch characterization. But it is not only a question of the trivi-
ality of a particular “visual world”; this process of Picassification 
(which has affected very humble objects, shops, popular festivals, 
and a museum) seems to have turned the evolving urban reality 
into a process of souvenir formation.

In “Zentralpark” (“Central Park”), a text on the poetry of Charles 
Baudelaire, Benjamin declares that one of the salient features of 
the French poet’s work is the fact that memory has given way to a 
process of souvenir formation. What does he mean by ”souvenir” 
here? “The souvenir is a secularized relic.” But whereas the relic 
proper derives from a cadaver, the origin of the souvenir lies not in 
a dead body but in “the defunct experience which thinks of itself, 



Fo
r a

 C
rit

iq
ue

 
of

 th
e 

N
eo

lib
er

al
 E

ve
nt

11
4

M
ar

co
 B

ar
av

al
le

euphemistically, as living.” The “souvenir,” the philosopher from 
Berlin goes on, “is the schema of the commodity’s transformation 
into an object for the collector.”4

In fact, in his patient and obsessive work of collecting and ar-
chiving, López Cuenca acts like the Benjaminian collector as he 
tries to redeem that defunct experience that characterizes the 
commodity as souvenir. But it is directly art rather than posses-
sion that transfigures those objects, “to disguise the commodity 
character of things.”5 They are “freed from the drudgery of being 
useful,”6 not through their possession but through their entry as 
readymades into the artistic field. Here, their expository value pre-
vails over their value to the collector. We find ourselves in Adornian 
territory: the transfiguration and removal of these objects from 
their commodity status only functions if we accept that, through 
the affirmation of its own autonomy, the work of art rejects use 
value to such an extent as to render grotesque any reduction to its 
exchange value.

The work of López Cuenca has implications not only for the 
transfiguration of certain objects but also for a determinate 
process (or dispositif) that affects many cities in the world to-
day, and not just Málaga, eager to find a place in the sun in the 
postindustrial economy. We define this process as one of urban 
souvenir formation. We are interested in analyzing the status of 
the experience of the city once this process has been set in mo-
tion. Urban souvenir formation, as we shall see, is distinguished 
by an insistence on the centrality of the event and of experience. 
Let us begin here.

In his Infanzia e Storia (Infancy and History), Giorgio Agamben takes 
up the testimony of Benjamin, who in the 1930s had pinpointed 
the catastrophe of World War I as the event that had definitively 
brought about a crisis in the human capacity to experience any-
thing and to communicate that experience. With the Great War, all 
that had been experienced before was swept away, erased with 
such violence that the very idea that such a category could repre-
sent an effective compass in the real world was undermined. How-
ever, this phenomenon of erosion had begun earlier. Once again 

5. Ibid., 172.

6. Walter Benjamin, 
“The Collector,” in 
Arcades Project, trans. 
Howard Eiland and 
Kevin McLaughlin 
(Cambridge, MA and 
London: Belknap 
Press, 1999), 209.

4. Walter Benjamin, 
“Central Park,” trans. 
Edmund Jephcott and 
Howard Eiland, in  
Selected Writings,  
vol. 4: 1938–1940 
(Cambridge, MA and 
London: Belknap 
Press, 2003),  
182, 183, 190.
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Baudelaire is crucial. It is the key role of shock (a characteristic 
phenomenon of modern metropolitan life) that produces a vacilla-
tion of experience that, if it had until then guaranteed certainties 
and habits, now began to withdraw under the blows of a succes-
sion of traumas, clashes, and unforeseen events. So it is not for-
tuitous that Agamben points to tourism as one of the fields that 
are most illustrative of this phenomenon: “A visit to a museum or 
a place of touristic pilgrimage is particularly instructive. Standing 
face to face with one of the great wonders of the world (let us say 
the patio de los leones in the Alhambra), the overwhelming majority 
of people have no wish to experience it, preferring instead that the 
camera should.”7

To be sure, Agamben is here referring to two different conceptions 
of experience: first as (moral) authority (typical of an elderly per-
son); second as a term referring to first-person participation, par-
ticularly in something unique and unrepeatable. Still, it is difficult 
to separate them from one another, as the first at any rate cannot 
do without the second, in other words, experience understood as 
moral authority is still based on the fact of having experienced a 
certain number of situations and events in person.

So what does this crisis of experience indicate? It would be wrong 
to reduce it to a definitive alienation with the modern city as its 
privileged dispositif. On the contrary, such a crisis is at the same 
time itself a condition for which the metropolis has often been re-
garded as a privileged location for the rupture of the status quo, 
for disobedience to the mot d’ordre, for constituent events or their 
opposite, and for the construction of new possibles. This is true 
not only for Benjamin but also for Toni Negri and for post-work-
erist Marxism, for transfeminist thinkers of the caliber of Paul 
B. Preciado,8 and of course for urban theories and theoreticians 
such as Saskia Sassen,9 Rem Koolhaas, Henri Lefebvre, and David 
Harvey. This crisis of experience is not resolved exclusively in 
forms of alienation or mediation (as Agamben seems to suggest 
with regard to the tourist industry); it certainly breeds in a terri-
tory that is contested and charged with ambiguity, an arena of 
innovation capital obliges of it, under the continuous pressure of 
radical biopolitical processes. From the crowds of the arcades to 

8. Paul B. Preciado, 
Testo Junkie: Sex, Drugs, 
and Biopolitics in the 
Pharmacopornographic Era, 
trans. Bruce Benderson 
(New York: The Feminist 
Press, 2013).

9. Saskia Sassen, “The 
Global Street: Making the 
Political,” Globalizations 8, 
no. 5 (2011): 573–79. 

7. Giorgio Agamben, 
Infanzia e Storia 
(Turin: Einaudi, 1978), 6; 
Eng.: Infancy and 
History: The Destruction 
of Experience, trans.
Liz Heron (London: 
Verso, 2007), 15.
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10. Charles Baudelaire, 
“Le crépuscule du 
soir,” in Les Fleurs du 
mal (Paris: Auguste 
Poulet-Malassis, 
1857); Eng.: “Twilight,” 
in The Flowers of Evil, 
trans. William Aggeler 
(Fresno: Academy 
Library Guild, 1954).

11. Bernard Tschumi, 
The Manhattan 
Transcripts, 2nd ed. 
(London: Academy 
Editions, 1994).

the predictions of mass behavior based on algorithms, from the 
prostitution of Baudelairian memory that carves out thousands 
of labyrinths and shelters “in the heart of the city of mire”10 to 
the pharmacopornographic industry, from the analog to the dig-
ital flâneur, from the exhibition of the exotic in the universal ex-
positions of the nineteenth century to the communities living in 
diaspora, global urbanization has led to the identification of the 
city as the most fertile place for meeting, for the processes of 
the production of the masses as subjects and the production of 
singularity. The global metropolis assumes the status of the real 
social fabric of and in contemporaneity. It is the quintessential 
place of the event. And it is on this concept that I would like to 
dwell in presenting some considerations on its change of sta-
tus within the souvenir city, taking the artistic research of López 
Cuenca as our guide.

Like other cities that have opted for a postindustrial relaunch un-
der the banner of the link between culture and tourism, Picassified 
Málaga is a dispositif that functions through the continuous pro-
duction of events. It is common today to speak about the event 
economy, but it is impossible to clearly determine the status of 
the event within this economy without first suggesting some coor-
dinates (without claiming to be exhaustive) with which the same 
term in contemporary philosophy and architectural theory was 
conferred political meaning radically opposed to that of the neo-
liberal agenda.

No one has defended an explicit interpretation of late twenti-
eth-century space as a dispositif emerging at the interface between 
city, architecture, and event more than Bernard Tschumi in his Man-
hattan Transcripts (1976–81).11 In opposition to the modernist ten-
dency toward a pure space, toward an architecture that links form 
and function in a linear fashion as directly as the link between a 
machine and the purpose for which it has been constructed (at 
least until the explosion of artificial intelligence), Tschumi declares 
that the real challenge to contemporary architecture is its capacity 
to face up to the event, or rather the continuous succession of un-
foreseen events and accidents. It is not fortuitous that this polem-
ic against the projection of an ideal space is articulated through a 
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series of traumatic, violent, impulsive, irrational happenings. The 
experience of the modernist project is constantly put to the test by 
the recurrence of shock; or rather, if that project is to be a match 
for the challenge posed by the contemporary space, its (aseptic 
and rational) language will have to learn to understand, record, 
and accommodate that which is not rational, in other words, what 
always exceeds the functional expectations of the project maker. 
And what is this contemporary space? It is the twentieth-century 
metropolis that, still in the wake of Benjamin, is seen essentially 
as the space of trauma, as the matrix that has provoked the crisis 
of the authority of experience. In fact, Tschumi’s Transcripts, like 
Koolhaas’s contemporaneous delirium, start from Manhattan: the 
congested and fantastic matrix of going beyond the ideals of the 
modernist movement.

What is particularly important for us is that the events transcribed 
by the Franco-Swiss architect are qualified by their traumatic and 
discontinuous quality, that is, their breaking with the linear spatio-
temporal conception of the architectural project. The residents are 
not standardized and integrated in preconceived functions, nor is 
any enthusiastic adhesion of the city users to the ideology of ren-
dering represented. On the contrary, Tschumi’s transcripts record 
“structurally exceptional” situations: a homicide in a park, the ad-
venture of an ex-convict who crosses invisible urban borders and 
meets a woman who will kill him after making love with him, the 
trajectory of a body falling from a skyscraper, and, finally, the “im-
proper” use of five internal courtyards by acrobats, skateboarders, 
soldiers, and ballplayers.

In an essay on the topicality of materialism, Toni Negri achieves 
in philosophy something similar to what Tschumi attempts in ar-
chitecture. While the latter inserts the event as an element that 
fractures the uniform spatiality of the modernist project, the Ital-
ian philosopher uses the same concept to indicate the need to in-
sert the possibility of discontinuity in those conceptions of time 
that do not allow for it. Negri questions those conceptions of time 
(from the classical era to postmodern thought) that interpret it as 
illusion or duration, as a concept challenged by the end of history, 
as a homogeneous plane and an extension devoid of gaps. They 
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12. Antonio Negri, Kairòs, 
Alma Venus, Multitudo 
(Rome: Manifestolibri, 
2000), 25; Eng.: Kairòs, 
Alma Venus, Multitudo, 
in Time for Revolution, 
trans. Matteo Mandarini 
(London and New York: 
Bloomsbury, 2013), 156.

13. Maurizio Lazzarato, 
La politica dell’evento 
(Soveria Mannelli: 
Rubbettino, 2004), 9.

are different perspectives, but they share one aspect: the exclu-
sion of the event. For Negri, the event is what puts an end to the 
linearity and homogeneity of history, and it is linked with a different 
concept of temporality, that of kairòs. He explains, “In the classical 
conception of time, kairòs is the instant, that is to say, the quality 
of the time of the instant, the moment of rupture and opening of 
temporality.” Kairòs is therefore in every way the moment of the 
event that, as such, is bound to present itself as an act of creation 
that intercepts the temporal flow, that breaks the cycle. “Kairòs is 
the modality of time through which being opens itself, attracted by 
the void at the limit of time, and it thus decides to fill that void.”12

For the philosophy of difference, particularly for Gilles Deleuze and 
Félix Guattari, the event is a way of looking at the production of 
reality seen through lenses that transcend the binary oppositions 
produced by the philosophy of the subject. It is an antidote to iden-
tity categories and to teleological visions of history. In his Politica 
dell’evento, Maurizio Lazzarato declares that embracing the per-
spective of the event means essentially recognizing in the creation 
of new possibles the salient aspect of revolutionary politics. We 
are still in the wake of Deleuze: these possibles assume a first level 
of existence in the so-called assemblages of enunciation (or begin 
to exist in signs and language) before being enacted (i.e., raised to 
a higher level of existence) in the social dimension by becoming 
an institution, dispositif, or any other type of social construct. In 
this study, Lazzarato draws a clear distinction between the pairs 
difference-event and subject-praxis, underlining how, in the philos-
ophy of the subject, “the distribution of possibles is already given 
in the form of binary alternatives (man/woman, capitalists/work-
ers, nature/society, work/leisure, adults/children, intellectual/man-
ual), in such a way that our perceptions, tastes, emotions, desires, 
roles, functions, are already contained within the limits of updated 
dichotomous oppositions.”13 On the contrary, to abandon the per-
spective of predefined subjects and their praxis entails opening up 
to the creation of possibles, liberating potentials that otherwise 
remain trapped within a binary schema.

It is clear that the question of the relation between event and 
subject cannot be trivialized and reduced to a further binary
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14. See Yates McKee, 
Strike Art: Contemporary 
Art and The Post-Occupy 
Condition (London: 
Verso, 2017), and 
Anthony Downey, ed., 
Uncommon Grounds: 
New Media And Critical 
Practices in North Africa 
and The Middle East 
(London and New York: 
I.B. Tauris, 2014).

15. Mark Fisher, 
Capitalist Realism: Is 
There No Alternative? 
(London: Zero 
Books, 2009).

opposition. Rather, the event is that which generates a process 
of different subject formation. Contemporary art criticism has 
already noted how some mass urban events (for example Occu-
py Wall Street, or the Egyptian revolution of 2011) have produced 
processes of radical subject formation among thousands of art-
ists and cultural agents.14 It is there, in the moment of the event 
that coincides with the opening up to a new being, that they 
have radically transformed their own convictions on art and 
its social role, modifying their praxis beyond neoliberal canons 
and constituting themselves as subjects against the violence 
of the powers that be and financial governance, breaking struc-
turally with that capitalist realism Mark Fisher has described 
as the incapacity to even imagine an alternative to capitalism 
(and therefore, we should add, also an artistic practice different 
from the neoliberal one).15

Of course, this is not meant to imply that the current reactionary 
wave in Egypt, in the United States, and in many other parts of the 
world does not raise some questions about those forms of insur-
rection, but it is clear that observing movements like those just 
mentioned from the perspective of the event means grasping the 
radicality, the subjective and constitutive power beyond the cur-
tain of backlash and repression.

So far we have tried to clarify a certain genealogy of the concept 
of event. Let us now attempt to shift our point of view and take on 
board some aspects from the neoliberal conception proper to the 
tourist economy and management studies.

What clearly emerges from the literature connected with event 
studies is that the neoliberal thrust is toward reconciling event 
with experience, understood as an appeal to (moral) authority.

In the conception of the city of Benjamin’s Baudelaire, or in Tschumi’s 
transcripts, the event is synonymous with trauma, with experien-
tial crisis, and with an ideologically homogeneous spatiotemporal 
matrix. These are the conditions necessary to enable the recep-
tivity to the creation of new possibles, of new constituent forms 
of subject formation that elude binary logics. The intellectual  
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16. Hans-Georg 
Gadamer, Truth and 
Method (1960), 2nd 
rev. ed., trans. Joel 
Weinsheimer and 
Donald G. Marshall 
(London: Sheed and 
Ward, 1989).

mission proper to event studies, on the contrary, is the mastery of 
the event. They want to reduce it to an object of management and 
to reorganize it, tamed, under the banner of experience.

So what happens when an urban souvenir formation replaces an 
evolving reality? The urban souvenir formation is a dispositif that 
sets in motion a process to make the experience of the metropo-
lis as a space of the unexpected, the event, the unforeseen, more 
and more difficult. It is a code that from Baudelaire on has char-
acterized the vision of the city as the most advanced point of the 
capitalist spectacle and, and the same time, the ideal place for its 
fracture, its interruption, through the appearance of revolutionary 
biopolitical events or radical forms of life of which the flâneur rep-
resents only the archetype. Very many others could be added to-
day: the queer, the squatter, and so on.

The term souvenir formation indicates that it is a process that 
gradually transforms the urban space into a space geared to 
tourists and publics in which the hypertrophy of experience (the 
exhausting and incessant recurrence of cultural, artistic, reli-
gious, sports, tourist, and folklore events), its apparent vitality, 
unrepeatability, and inevitability allude in reality to its end, tamed 
in the cage of the neoliberal politics of postindustrial regenera-
tion. Tautologically, it could be said that nothing happens in the 
neoliberal event but the event itself, but that would not be cor-
rect. The alarming thing is that the neoliberal event (often linked 
with culture or art understood as universal values) produces a 
truth of its own, that is, it modifies reality in the direction desired 
by the neoliberal plan, which in the case of the city spells expul-
sion, gentrification, real estate speculation, and so on. If Hans-
Georg Gadamer understood the event as the place of an experi-
ence of truth beyond the range of methodical knowledge (among 
other things, indicating the encounter with the work of art as the 
model of an experience of this kind), that is, different from the 
one that depends on the application of scientific method,16 and 
if the methods of scientific knowledge are improved on the basis 
of the truth of the event (understood as an epochal fact that pro-
duces a historical discontinuity), then the neoliberal event seems 
to have turned this schema upside down. It is the method (the 
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17. Donald Getz, Event 
Studies: Theory, Research 
and Policy for Planned 
Events (Oxford: Elsevier, 
2007), 48.

18. Victor Turner, 
“Frame, Flow and 
Reflection: Ritual 
and Drama as 
Public Liminality,” 
in Performance in 
Postmodern Culture, 
ed. Michel Benamou 
and Charles Caramello 
(Milwaukee: Center 
for Twentieth Century 
Studies, University of 
Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 
1977), 33–55.

management of the event) that defines the event in spatiotemporal 
terms of an experience of the neoliberal truth that is once again 
methodical.

This all overturns Tschumi’s perspective and contrasts sharply 
with the vision of the event of Negri and Deleuze. Certainly, one 
might object that, in the tradition of workerist thought, the event 
is not something that the revolutionary subjectivities should sim-
ply know how to embrace, but they should also “prepare” it, that 
is, they should identify the tendency, but this tendency is always 
aimed at breaking the capitalist order and not at confirming it.

In fact, the list of unplanned events that the tourist economy ex-
pert Donald Getz lists as examples that his discipline is supposed 
to ignore is revealing: “The only unplanned events we are not in-
cluding are those that fall under the headings of accidents, forces 
of nature, wars and insurrections.”17

This body of knowledge is heavily committed to the governance of 
the neoliberal city, and its main task is to rewrite the status of the 
event in terms of gentrification, regeneration, and gross parasit-
ism of real estate wealth on art and culture. The work of retrieving 
the anthropological studies on the radicality of rituals, particularly 
those profane ones like carnival, is clear in this sense too. There is 
a recurrent use of the term “liminal,” coined by the anthropologist 
Victor Turner to describe the space-time of carnival,18 a moment 
in which communities come together and perform a temporary 
reversal of the hierarchies and social roles. In event studies (and 
therefore in the neoliberal event), this suspension becomes com-
pletely organic to reinforce the hierarchies, the pre-established 
roles, the status quo, and a progressive restriction of public space 
for all the forms of life that are not aligned with the dictates of the 
tourist industry and real estate.

The politico-aesthetic revolt of López Cuenca against the neolib-
eral event is manifested in the video Picasso opening (2010), in 
which, through the montage of fragments of television news, re-
corded by the artist on VHS, two events taking place at a distance 
of a few hours are confronted with one another. They are events 
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19. Rogelio López 
Cuenca, “Mal 
de archivo / 1: 
Inauguración,” 
El Observador. Revista 
de culturas urbanas, 
November 29, 
2013, http://www.
revistaelobservador.
com/opinion/28-
flaneur/8207-mal-de-
archivo-1-inauguracion.

that are very different from one another but linked by being pre-
sented within the same edition of the news. On the one hand, there 
is the inauguration of the Museo Picasso Málaga, in the presence 
of members of the royal family, on October 27, 2003. On the oth-
er hand, there is the contemporaneous and tragic sighting on the 
beach of Cádiz of some lifeless bodies washed up by the current, 
the result of the shipwreck of a boat carrying migrants from Mo-
rocco on the way to Spain. There are three survivors, as against 
thirty-seven certified victims.

López Cuenca explains how the idea of the video came to him 
from the physical deterioration of the tape that, a few years 
after recording, displayed a slight loss of synchronization be-
tween the images and the sound. As a result, the image of the 
king at the inauguration was accompanied by a commentary 
on “small boats with cadavers,” and the footage of a series of 
lifeless bodies on the beach was accompanied by a voiceover 
declaring how “they had been received with all honors by the 
prime minister.” This deterioration of the tape gave the artist the 
idea of exploring the effect of contrasting associations in more 
depth. Against the “naturalism” of the representation in the 
media, against the mot d’ordre of the TV news, he had recourse 
to montage and collage—two techniques very popular with the 
historical avant-gardes, including the Cubists. López Cuenca: “In 
fact, the unforeseen accident could not help recalling the experi-
ments of the artistic avant-gardes at the beginning of the twentieth 
century: collage and montage as an angry rejection of the bland 
mimesis of naturalism, the denunciation of so-called realism as 
a falsely simplifying lure that actually camouflages and conceals 
the complexity, simultaneity, and problematic multiplicity of the 
real, masking its character as an ideological construct. The dam-
aged tape produced the alienation, the deactivation of the autom-
atism of the gaze that the Cubists were trying to achieve: ‘The 
artist’s dream become reality.’”19

To complement the video, López Cuenca has inserted some 
moments in which the montage of the fragments of TV news is 
interrupted and replaced by a text against a black background 
with the words “For copyright reasons the image is not available.” 
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20. For the results of 
this workshop, see 
http://malaga2026.net/
en-la-ciudad-genial/.

21. Rogelio López 
Cuenca, “El elefante 
blanco y la marabunta,” 
El Observador. Revista de 
culturas urbanas, March 
24, 2015, http://www.
revistaelobservador.
com/opinion/28-
flaneur/9907-el-elefante-
blanco-y-la-marabunta-
un-texto-del-artista-
rogelio-lopez-cuenca-
sobre-la-inflacion-
museistica-de-malaga; 
see also http://
malaga2026.net/
el-elefante-blanco-y-la-
marabunta/.

This  is a recurrent theme in the entire project on the Picassi-
fication of Málaga. It appears not only in the video but also in 
publications and installations and printed on a T-shirt. It refers 
to some implications of these cases of urban co-branding. In 
fact, the Picasso brand is protected by a legal entity, the Picas-
so Administration (a branch of the Picasso Succession), which 
holds the copyright on the images produced by the Andalusian 
artist. The paradoxical result, highlighted by López Cuenca, is 
that, from the copyright point of view, the moment of the max-
imal diffusion of the image world of Picasso coincides with a 
series of obliterations of the master’s visual repertoire. Take the 
case of the logo of the Universidad de Málaga, containing the de-
sign of a dove “taken” from a Picasso lithograph. Through their 
society, the heirs first claimed the copyright to the image, and 
then granted the university its use free of charge but bound by a 
limited number of conditions. The terms of the agreement were 
subsequently renegotiated in 2016, but that makes little differ-
ence. López Cuenca underlines how Picasso has been not only 
imposed but also erased in this process of affirming urban and 
nonmaterial enclosures.

It is encouraging that there is no lack of positions in Málaga that 
criticize and resist this process of urban souvenir formation. In 
2017, Casa Invisible, a social and cultural center “run by the cit-
izens,” and the Museo Reina Sofía organized a joint event called 
“Picasso en la institución monstruo” (Picasso in the Monster In-
stitution), a program centered on the effects of the entanglement 
of art and urban regeneration, obviously with its main focus on 
Málaga. This program envisaged a meeting lasting several days 
that led to a workshop called “En la ciudad genial” (In the Brilliant 
City) curated by Elo Vega and López Cuenca himself.20

In an article included in the publication of the results of that 
meeting, López Cuenca throws light on another relevant aspect 
of this type of process of urban transformation: “The model is, 
obviously, that of mass tourism, which is nothing but a variant 
applied to a specific segment of consumption. It is consumption, 
not production, that is the backbone and nucleus of contempo-
rary capitalism.”21
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True, but besides declining production and the stimulation of the 
desire to consume, what characterizes the processes of urban 
souvenir formation is primarily the revenue deriving from land 
and real estate. It is the weapon of mass destruction of entire 
portions of the metropolitan fabric. When most of the value pro-
duced by an urban economy derives from revenue, we are faced 
with a genuine metastasis, a phenomenon that is not confined 
to gentrification but that produces real depopulation; in Venice, 
for example, an exodus is taking place. Urban revenue corre-
sponds to a rationality: the complete and definitive replacement 
of the resident by the tourist. The great power of revenue lies 
in its across-the-board nature: it benefits big multinational real 
estate companies and small proprietors, tourist rental agencies, 
and whoever decides to put the apartment inherited from their 
grandparents on Airbnb. How is one to respond? Which residents 
can breathe life into an urban chaos if the city is increasingly 
depopulated? If the small rentiers turn a blind eye to the social 
desertification? If the bass drum of institutional politics, of the 
world of entrepreneurs and academics, beats the rhythm of urban 
souvenir formation? If too many artists, museums, and agents 
are dying to give in to the flattery to take part in the major postin-
dustrial and cultural shift laced with a neoliberal sauce? These 
are only some of the questions raised by projects like Ciudad Pi-
casso, Casi de todo Picasso, and Picasso opening.

Rogelio López Cuenca engages in a kind of artistic practice that 
asserts itself as an effective institutional critique of the urban 
space. That is no mean feat at a time when neoliberalism is en-
rolling the cultural industries, including the visual arts. Certainly, 
to criticize the cultural industries always means also criticizing 
their capacity to reabsorb and detonate criticism. The problem 
can only be resolved on the basis of a political activation of aes-
thetics, which, without abandoning the institutional field, can-
not be reduced entirely to that, but which, on the contrary, con-
structs its own social modus operandi outside the confines of the 
so-called art system. The work of López Cuenca is interesting in 
so far as it gives us back a practice that does not renounce its 
own critical character and, at the same time, is not paralyzed 
by the paranoia of ensnarement. This combination is possible 
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because it is a question of an oeuvre that unites the desire for 
a convinced grip on reality with the intelligent mastery of the 
lessons of the avant-gardes and a certain updating of the theses 
of the Frankfurt School. The Andalusian artist holds together the 
political engagement with the world and the world of the work as 
the bearer of its own specific politics. It is from this combination 
that, at bottom, the potential may spring for an insurrectional 
event in the face of the dominant aesthetics—one of those that 
neoliberal knowledge has not yet managed to bend to the dicta-
torship of method.

Casi de todo Picasso 2011
(following pages)
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131The City of 
Attractions

Kike España and Gerald Raunig

The territory of the city is becoming a battleground of urban 
competition. Its effects: touristification and museification, 
gentrification and speculation, the destruction of evolved in-
frastructures and the displacement of residents, skyrocketing 
numbers of overnight stays and a worsening of labor conditions 
in the hotel industry, Airbnb fortresses and cruise ships that 
want to be cities and destroy cities. No longer just alienation in 
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1. For this reason 
it is probably also 
advisable to not speak 
too euphorically 
about reclaiming the 
city (consider the 
praiseworthy movement 
for the “right to the city,” 
whose name, however, 
is doubly problematic—
in its focus on the 
juridical as well as in the 
uncritical uptake of the 
construct of the city).

2. Consider the practice 
of the partial giving-up 
and pulling-back from 
the private apartment in 
the business model of 
Airbnb. See, for example, 
Christian Berkes, ed., 
Welcome to Airspace 
(Berlin: Boto Press, 2017).

3. Fred Moten,  
Black and Blur (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 
2017), 191. 

4. Thanks to Gil Scott-
Heron for this fitting 
phrase—today even 
more so than in the 
1970s. And it still rings 
true: “The Revolution Will 
Not Be Televised.”

5. For real estate 
speculators, the same 
parts of the city can 
be the hottest financial 
attractions. 

the society of the spectacle, but myriads of competing cities 
of attraction.

The city has always been the showcase of experiments with gov-
ernmental forms. The name of the city is intertwined with rule 
over the condensed many, in different forms at different times and 
in different places.1 In machinic capitalism, it is the government of 
machinic subservience, voluntary self-control, willing exploitation 
even of the last resources, not lastly of privacy and living space.2 
The territory of densified relationships is taken into service, valor-
ized, and made compliant. Up to the point that “the city is where 
life escapes.”3

But in the same cities or underneath/above them, there are also 
subsistential territories—territories in which things, machines, an-
imals, and people actually ek-sist alongside one another and live 
together. They subsist in the subsistential territory. Sub-, as vague 
and diffuse as the Latin prefix. As dangerous and monstrous 
as the Underground Railroad or the subaltern. As subversive as 
Sub-comandante Marcos or the Under-commons. Beneath and 
around the subservient, valorized, compliant city, the subsisting 
will always have been. Something that subsists and is simultane-
ously resistant, refractory, incompliant.

And once we look more closely, the issue of attraction becomes 
ambivalent too. Subsistential territories of all kinds, from the 
collective use of a casually repurposed park bench to the so-
cial machine between the balconies of buildings facing one an-
other to the rhythm of the sociality of whole barrios: and while 
tourists and stereotype-people from “better” parts of the city, be 
they ultraconservative aesthetes or neoliberal “plastic people 
with plastic minds,”4 disqualify entire neighborhoods as unat-
tractive, shabby, or dangerous, things appear quite different for 
the residents.5 In a chapter of Black and Blur entitled “Collective 
Head” (referring to Lygia Clark’s work under the same title), Fred 
Moten raises the question as if he were proceeding from outside: 
“How do people live in the absence of any point of attraction?” 
and then, “Is there something on the order of a life of attrac-
tions, which might be thought in relation to an architecture of  
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6. Moten, 
Black and Blur, 188.

7. For another diverging 
interpretation of 
attraction in the 
context of the Soviet 
avant‑garde of the 
early 1920s (especially 
Sergei Tretyakov and 
Sergei Eisenstein, 
“Theater of Attractions” 
and “Montage of 
Attractions”), see 
Gerald Raunig, Art 
and Revolution (Los 
Angeles: Semiotext(e); 
Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 2007), 149–62: 
“Theater Machines 
against Representation: 
Eisenstein and Tretyakov 
in the Gas Works.” 

8. Moten, Black and Blur, 
187.

9. Ibid.

10. Cited in ibid., 185.

attractions,  a life and an architecture of attractions in the ab-
sence of any point of attraction?”6 A life of attractions, an archi-
tecture of attractions underneath the city of attractions? Here, 
attraction indicates something quite different than the postmod-
ern version of the totalizing image of the society of the specta-
cle: as that which is initially seen to be unattractive, repulsive, 
lacking any aspect of attraction, and which at the same time ap-
pears to its residents, precisely in the absence of attraction, why 
not: attractive.7 As in Fred Moten’s reflection of Masao Miyoshi’s 
reflection on “the (anti-)aesthetic experience” of the peripheries 
of Taipei, Tokyo/Yokohama, and Seoul: they are “monuments to 
an accumulative drive that marks the derivation of the proper 
from the commune.” While a superficial gaze sees them as “drab, 
sprawling, unattractive working- and middle-class slums,” they 
are at the same time “before that, in the double sense of before, 
the thing that underlies and surrounds enclosure.”8 Outside of the 
urban enclosure, valorization, and appropriation, and in the ab-
sence of attraction, there is a dis/semblage of attractions that 
undergirds and surrounds the city of attractions. That is, as Fred 
Moten writes, “the city’s underconceptual, undercommunal un-
derground and outskirts.”9 Before and before, a sub-urb that was 
always already there and always already underneath and around 
the city, before and before the city.

In the subsistential territory our lived wealth is not valorized in 
that way, not appropriated in that way, not made compliant in that 
way. Our lived wealth, which is our common laughter, our heat-
ed discussions at the local bar, our careful listening, watching, 
sensing, with Marx, “all the capacities, pleasures, productive forc-
es, etc. created through universal exchange.”10 Or perhaps better 
phrased (sorry, Karl): through transversal exchange of similarly 
transversal intellects and affects. For us, in our lives, which are 
neither ubiquitous nor quotidian, but rather quotinocturnal, the 
mani-folded stirs every night. Something that—underneath and 
around it—subsists, insists, remains resistant, persistent.
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11. Ivan Murray, 
Capitalismo y turismo 
en España. Del “milagro 
económico” a la “gran 
crisis” (Barcelona: Alba 
Sud, 2015).

Málaga 
Ciudad Genial, 
Compliant 
City

“Picasso is reinventing Málaga”—this is the local newspaper 
headline with which Rogelio López Cuenca began his talk at Casa 
Invisible, the self-managed social and cultural center hosting the 
conference “Picasso en la institución monstruo” (Picasso in the 
Monster Institution), of which the talk was part, in March 2017. 
This headline, from 2004, indicates the first effects of an oper-
ation of the compliant city, which consisted of constructing the 
“Málaga brand”—and later “Málaga ciudad genial,” or Málaga, 
the brilliant city—and began with the appropriation of the figure 
of Picasso by the city government and local agencies. Over the 
course of the next fifteen years, the brand would become the 
economic motor of all aspects of the city’s touristic attractions 
and the leitmotif of restaurants, bars, souvenir shops, real estate 
companies, and so forth. The image of the city was reconstruct-
ed with Picasso: the Málaga fair, the Holy Week, the bullfights, 
the university—Picasso now appeared in every emblematic lo-
cation. The city’s efforts extended so far as to sell itself as a 
religious experience: a visit to Málaga should be a stroll into 
the artist’s innermost genius. The Picassification of Málaga and the 
Malagueñization of Picasso. Picasso as attraction and the city 
as amusement park.

This reinvention of Málaga is now reality, and it is clear that it 
neither started only in Málaga nor just in 2003 with the inau-
guration of the Museo Picasso there. It is an enormously com-
plex, long-term process, the current meaning of which is based 
on the important role that territory, the space of the state, had 
for the European and global tourism industry in the middle of 
the twentieth century, as well as the implementation of democ-
racy, foremost in Spain but also elsewhere. Tourism as a mode 
of accumulation11 was first developed by the dictatorship and 
then further advanced by the new geopolitical role of Spain in 
relation to the United States after the fall of fascism in the rest 
of Europe. The space of this new economic game was the entire 
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12. Gerald Raunig, 
“Casa Invisible is here 
to stay!,” Transversal 
(blog), July 2018, https://
transversal.at/blog/
Invisible-is-here-to-stay.

13. This isn’t far 
from Brian Holmes’s 
illustration, of nearly 
fifteen years ago, 
of the last of three 
steps by which the 
museum expands 
into the city. See Brian 
Holmes, “A Rising 
Tide of Contradiction. 
Museums in the Age of 
the Expanding Workfare 
State,” Transversal 
(blog), April 2004, 
https://transversal.
at/transversal/0504/
holmes/en: “Imagine 
a six-story multiplex 
with reception and 
ticketing facilities, 
cinemas, conference 
and performance halls, 
media and information 
centers, libraries, 
book and gift shop, 
cafeteria, restaurant/
bar and, of course, 
exhibition galleries: it’s 
the Pompidou Center in 
Paris. Distribute these 
functions inside a huge 
enclosed courtyard, 
with multiple buildings 
and all the attractions 
of an architectural 
promenade: it’s the 
MuseumsQuartier 
in Vienna. Scatter 
them further within a 
renovated city whose 
traditional festivals 
and contemporary 
intellectual life can 
be reprogrammed 
as events in a tourist 
calendar: it’s the 
entire municipality of 
Barcelona. The welfare 
states may be shrinking, 
but certainly not the 
museum. The latter 
is rather fragmenting, 
penetrating ever more 
deeply and organically 
into the complex mesh 
of semiotic production.”

state. The strategy of creating spaces for tourism accelerated 
with the beginning of democracy and the neoliberal project, as 
well as with entry into the European Union. This went hand in 
hand with the destruction of traditional industry and the imple-
mentation of the culture of financial and real estate profits, which 
the land liberalization law of 1997 and the new panorama of glob-
al financialization intensified. Cities and municipalities competed 
for increasing numbers of visitors, large construction projects, 
macro-events, touristic residential developments, and resorts, 
with all kinds of strategies that shape the network of political 
and private sector corruption as we know it today.

The urban consequences were enormous. The city became an 
additional commodity: the city as brand. In 2008, the intensity 
of construction and urban transformation was greater than ever 
before, and the highest numbers of visitors were reached. Then 
came the global crisis and the bursting of the financial-real-estate 
bubble, which swept through the social body and destroyed 
landscapes and lives throughout the country: zombie residential 
areas, real estate cadavers, cities without life. In the face of this 
bleakness, the financial vultures came back with more force, the 
ghosts of the past returned, but this time focusing the terror of 
profit maximization on rents rather than sales. These vultures 
used the absence of life to consolidate the creation of spaces 
for tourism, compulsory beautification for commercial purpos-
es, the establishment of pedestrian zones as a lubricant mecha-
nism for gentrification and redevelopment (or, more accurately, 
the destruction of everything that was old, which needs to give 
way for the new) of old and dilapidated buildings, which need-
ed to make room for rental apartments for tourists: the model 
of compliance with the brilliant city has prevailed. Promising a 
unique experience to attract visitors, the tourist city becomes 
a shopping center (“mall-aga”),12 and its products—the muse-
ums and Picasso—are a further piece of this whole infrastruc-
ture of touristic accumulation. The subtitle of the headline that 
Rogelio López Cuenca used for the opening of his talk clearly 
states, “The city center is turning into a ‘macro museum’ under 
the open sky.”13 
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14. “El Soho de Málaga, 
más cerca,” La Opinión 
de Málaga, February 
10, 2011, https://www.
laopiniondemalaga.es/
malaga/2011/02/11/
soho-malaga-
cerca/401196.html.

The Museo Picasso was the first, but it was by no means the 
only one. A long list of openings followed, and what was opened 
here in truth was a subtle, devious, and simultaneously asocial 
mode of gentrifying entire city districts through the image of a 
cultural and modern city. These new cultural institutions func-
tioned symbolically as the headquarters of the various real es-
tate agents, as pilot-project museums in which the profitability 
and attractiveness of the neighborhood rather than the space 
of the museum building itself was the object of discussion. The 
most evident case is the opening of the Centro de Arte Con-
temporáneo de Málaga (CAC) in 2003, which served as the cat-
alyst for “Operation Soho,” a process of planned gentrification 
that drew in a large number of well-known street artists who, in 
return for pay, contributed to the appreciation of the area and 
the displacement of residents who could not keep up with the 
heavily increasing rents. Today, Ensanche Heredia, which was 
renamed “Soho, Barrio de los Artes,” is the most expensive and 
inaccessible part of Málaga, which simultaneously tries to give 
the area a carefully luxurious image. This operation not only dis-
placed former residents of the neighborhood, it also pushed out 
the entire social assemblage of sex workers who populated its 
streets. In the words of the mayor, Francisco de la Torre, who 
oversaw the operation, “The goals are to expand the Heredia 
port area into a space of cultural, business, and entertainment 
attractions for citizens and tourists, the extension and ease of 
access for pedestrians, the creation of alternative entertain-
ment paths, and the transformation of the neighborhood’s im-
age by creating a unique character.”14

A further example is the opening of the Museo Carmen Thyssen 
in March 2011 and the “Operation Entorno Thyssen” that accom-
panied it, whose clearest components had less to do with the 
museum than with an image campaign “for” the neighborhood 
surrounding the museum, which is directly in the city’s historical 
center. This was historically one of the least attractive areas of 
the city center: it had long held the image of a dilapidated zone, 
with all of the classic stereotypes of drug trade, prostitution, and 
danger. At the same time, it was an area full of neighborhood life, 
of local shops where unexpected encounters took place, a place 
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is where the effects of 
the professionalization 
of Airbnb can best be 
seen (Raul Sánchez and 
Ana Ordaz, “Un tercio 
de la oferta de Airbnb 
en España está en 
manos de propietarios y 
empresas con más de 5 
pisos,” El Diario, August 
26, 2018, https://www.
eldiario.es/economia/
Airbnb-Espana-anfitriones-
gestionan-alojamientos_ 
0_806669478.html). This 
has occurred as financial-
real-estate companies 
purchase entire buildings 
in order to put them to 
use for tourism, and as 
a heterogeneity of local 
businesses is replaced by 
the plastic homogeneity 
of the infrastructures of 
touristic accumulation 
(luggage lockers, segways, 
laundromats, muffins, 
etc.). Touristic exploitation 
is not only the vacating 
of residencies (replaced 
by touristic living spaces) 
but also the exploitation 
of labor as labor rights 
are vacated and precarity 
is extended—as, for 
example, presented here: 
SOV-Málaga, “El conflict 
laboral con la empresa 
Brunch,” CNT Málaga, 
http://malaga.cnt.es/spip.
php?article1174.

16. In the case of the 
Lagunillas operation, we can 
observe a more classical 
process of gentrification, 
in which an area is not 
maintained, allowing it to 
deteriorate and attract 
the creative classes to 
revalorize the territory, and 
later expelling those who 
revalorize the land. Although 
in this instance, it is not 
exactly the case that the 
creative classes have been 
drawn in directly, but rather 
the existing community 
has expressed itself on the 
neighborhood walls, and 
as the speculative pressure 
has risen, the messages 
have become more and 
more politicized. See Álvaro 
Ruiz, “Barrial Geographic: 
Technecology and parody 
in practices of resistance 
against gentrification 
in Lagunillas (Málaga),” 
Transversal (blog), March 
2018, https://transversal.
at/transversal/0318/ruiz/
en; and Gerald Raunig, 
“Technecologies: Milieus, 
Midstreams, Subsistential 
Territories,” Transversal 
(blog), March 2018, 
https://transversal.at/
transversal/0318/raunig/en. 

for the curmudgeon, for people who usually don’t have a place, 
where an apartment was affordable, where it was possible to 
live. The campaign filled the area around the Thyssen Museum 
with pink flags featuring the museum’s logo and three words 
precisely illustrating the local government’s aims: “commerce, 
culture, tourism.” In little time, thanks to a number of subsidies 
for renting spaces (without necessarily having to do with art or 
culture), the area’s image completely changed, as if the cafete-
ria and souvenir shop of the museum were not enough to make 
the presence of the Baroness Thyssen’s collection profitable, as 
if it needed to be extended into its environment and the district 
needed to be transformed into a brand, into an additional part 
of (the image of) the museum. Art and culture were used in turn 
as attractors, mechanisms of the reinvention of the image of 
the city that purify all of the life and its discontents and clear 
the way for accumulation.

The operations of attraction are becoming more and more di-
verse. “Operation Carretería”15 and “Operation Lagunillas”16 are in 
full swing with the aim of expanding the compliance of attractions 
into all corners of the city. This form of expanding compliance, 
which is always presented as necessary for the brilliant city, is an 
infinitely expandable list not only of museums but also of distrac-
tions, of amenities, in order to create endless attraction (endless 
appreciation, endless indebtedness, endless antisociality).

La Invisible as  
Unattractive Attraction,  
as Surround and  
as Real Assembly

Is there something beneath this image of the city? How can we in-
tervene into this image of the city? Or, with a question Fred Moten 
has asked, “How do people live in the absence of that infinitely 
expandable list of ‘amenities’ figured as ‘necessary’?… What is 
this image of the thing [that is before the city] that happens when 
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17. Moten, Black and 
Blur, 188. 

18. See Raunig, “Casa 
Invisible”; “La invisible se 
queda” (communiqué), 
La Invisible, October 28, 
2017, http://lainvisible.
net/es/node/640; 
Amanda Romero, 
Eduardo Serrano, 
Ignacio Wilson, and Kike 
España (La Invisible), 
“Invisibilizar la censura 
y otros peligros,” Diario 
Sur, July 15, 2018, 
https://www.diariosur.
es/opinion/invisibilizar-
censura-peligros-
20180715000209-nt.
html; “¡Se paraliza el 
desalojo, se abre una vía 
de diálogo!,” La Invisible, 
n.d., http://lainvisible.
net/es/node/785.

19. Moten, Black and 
Blur, 190.

20. Ibid., 191.

21. Ibid., 190.

22. Ibid., 191.

a limited form (the city of attractions and its attendant, etiolated 
notion of wealth and necessity) is stripped away?”17

That which subsists underneath the city, under the banner of the 
ciudad genial, takes place in many measures. In the middle of 
the development of new forms of domination in/of the city, parallel 
to or before and before its antisocial effects, social assemblages 
of all orders of size develop in the surround and from it. One ex-
ample is La Invisible, for eleven years a self-managed sociocultur-
al center in an occupied building in the middle of the thoroughly 
touristified, thoroughly museified center of Málaga, in the middle 
of the “Operation Entorno Thyssen” area. It is also a subsistential 
territory that was gravely threatened by the municipality this year 
with eviction.18 What follows contains an attempt at collecting the 
conceptual components that together make up the unattractive 
attraction in the case of Casa Invisible:

1. “It effects a kind of inhabitation.”19 Even if it is practically impos-
sible to live in La Invisible, it is the location of a form of dwelling, in-
habiting, residing. Not living in individual houses, in isolated apart-
ments, in rooms with no view, but living in a relocated living room 
where the common takes place, finds its place, becomes dense. 
La Invisible assumes the qualities of a living room that is neither 
private nor the fenced-in property of a community. An unraveling 
living room in the middle of the surround, an “(under)commune, 
against and outside and before the city.”20 Living outside of the 
home means the reinvention of common “living,” an undercommon 
living, which extends beyond and beneath the form of collective liv-
ing of the 1960s and 1970s called the commune. Whereas in most 
experiments of that time the singularities were overruled by the to-
tality (and sometimes by totalitarianism) of the community, the 
singularities in the particular inhabitation of Casa Invisible need 
not give up a thing. The space of in-habiting is an invisible outside 
of the city in the middle of the city, which can be characterized with 
Masao Miyoshi as “outside architecture,”21 “an architecture outside 
of architecture.”22

2. At the same time, the “outside architecture” of La Invisible is an 
architecture of outsiders. “Outside as in before, of the attraction 
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23. Ibid.

24. Performative 
intervention by Casa 
Invisible during the 
closing ceremony 
of the Málaga Film 
Festival in April 2018 
with the song “Gallo 
negro, gallo rojo” (Black 
Rooster, Red Rooster) 
by Chicho Sánchez 
Ferlosio: https://
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=zVhcHrlQBis. 
Public shaming of the 
mayor of Málaga at the 
convention center in 
August 2018: https://
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=DQsQr_U3ndw. 
Fandango by the 
“invisible superheroines” 
at Málaga City Hall 
during a protest 
demonstration against 
the eviction on June 
19, 2018: https://
www.youtubecom/watch 
?v= xW4sRmhCE3Q.

25. Moten, Black and 
Blur, 191.

against attractions and amenities, of attraction in the supposedly 
unattractive, whose music is discomposed by the curmudgeon, the 
outsider, the metoikos, the fugitive, the exile, the hermit, the com-
plainer.”23 That is the second level of resistance against the city 
of attractions, against entornification—the mode of subjectivation 
that never allows itself to be content, that rebuffs, stands up, and 
can gladly be unattractive: the grouch, the crab, the parrhesiast. 
Always complain, as Moten repeats Miyoshi’s motto, and especially 
when authority attacks you. And since the threat of evicting Casa 
Invisible was made, enough curmudgeons have stood up and af-
firmed the significance of the social center or personally called the 
mayor’s attention to it. It was sometimes a discomposed music 
that Francisco de la Torre was made to listen to, a droning groan, 
a clanking shrillness, a dysphonia, in which the grouches let out 
high tones.24

3. But the grouch is a much too individual figure of subjectivation; 
the richness of life in the subsistential territory is by no means 
individual aptitude, characteristic, property. The dividual produc-
tion of desire is always before the production of individuals. It 
is exuberant, unwinding, overflowing; not limiting or referring to 
identity and fixed groups or communities: “The attraction of the 
unattractive moves in another ecology.”25 What seems attractive 
is not in the eye of the observer, the attraction of the unattractive 
is not only a question of perception. It is about a relational form 
of attracting, of machinic envelopment, a totally different ecology. 
It traverses the mechanisms of brands and marketing, image and 
branding; it doesn’t comply with designated paths and zones, but 
rather creates its own channels according to its incompliant so-
ciality. Dis/semblage is both: disobedience vis-à-vis the compliant 
city of attractions, and the new assemblage and its dividual lines 
of unattractive attraction.

4. The surround does not surround something, be it its identitarian- 
marketable core (Entorno Thyssen) or its adversarial fort (the mu-
nicipality that besieges La Invisible, that shuts off the water, that 
threatens more and more with eviction). It goes through everything, 
it is transversal, enveloping. The surround is invisible, but some-
times its concrete traces and peaks can be seen. The surround 
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26. Ibid. 

27. Cited in ibid., 185: 
“the commune, on the 
one side, is presupposed 
in-itself prior to the 
individual proprietors 
as a communality of 
language, blood, etc., but 
it exists as a presence, 
on the other hand, only 
in its real assembly for 
communal purposes.”

of Casa Invisible recently proved itself, quite convincingly, in two 
large protest demonstrations in March and July 2018, which were 
impressive in quantitative terms (and this highlights not only the 
spatial aspect but also an additional social surround), but even 
more so in quality and performative intensity, even in the midst of 
the flooding from the storm that surprised the first of the two. And 
the many small activities and actions and attractions of the last 
year were by no means limited to a core of activists. The diffuse 
surround of the subsistential territory comes together most dense-
ly with its infinite multiplicity, however, in the assembly: “the real 
assembly or assemblage that is present outside and underneath 
the city’s absence.”26 When the city is absent or only becomes vis-
ible as a city of in/exclusion via citizenship, as a compliant city, as 
a city of attractions, the presence of the dis/semblage is actual-
ized primarily in the assembly, the real assembly, as Marx already 
called it27—concretely, in the hundreds of assemblies that took 
place throughout 2018 at La Invisible. There, in patient dealings 
and encounters, in the middle of radical inclusion, affirmative ges-
tures, emotional involvement, patience and a capacity to insist, the 
surround unfolds above, below, and around the city of attraction.

Surviving/Subsisting  
under the  
Everyday Image  
of the City

In Málaga, the image of the city is (the image of) Picasso. Rogelio 
López Cuenca and Elo Vega’s processual work Surviving Picasso 
shows this very well. The official narrative is so strong that the 
everyday of the city and its image has not only taken on the at-
tractions of the brilliant city and its endless amenities; it has also 
given rise to a dimension of precarity in the everyday that touch-
es on existence as survival/experience. Survival/experience as 
the neoliberal prerogative of “every man for himself whatever the 
cost,” and at the same time as an existence that feeds on specific 
experiences, on experiences that can be consumed on the market 
offered by the (image of the) city. 
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Beneath this image, deep below, in contact with the shade and the 
chiaroscuro of every bar that closes,28 every neglected neighbor-
hood, every night that grows late, every morning when one wakes 
at night, moving through all of this light-and-dark there is another 
everydayness that is endured not thanks to the hard light of day 
and its breathtaking attractions, but rather subsists in the soft-
ness of the night, in the queer-feminist care of the undercommons, 
in the sociality of the surround, in the “nightlife which ain’t no good 
life,”29 in the everynight life. This everynightness has to do with 
the night, with every night, with everynight life, but it is not only to 
be understood as a question of the time of day or the amount of 
light. It has more to do with another way of understanding time, 
presence, and clarity. It is those who invisibly preserve the streets 
and their lives before the day begins, but also those who conspire 
in the background when the night breaks in, in order to subvert 
it. Everynight life surrounds the false image of the city in order to 
unsettle it. It is always there, before and before the city, around the 
attractions that attempt to destroy it.

In Rogelio López Cuenca and Elo Vega’s work, surviving is not only 
a question of survival/experience. It is much more. Surviving here 
is connected to that which subsists and is simultaneously resis-
tant, insistent, and persistent in relation to the city and the city’s 
image. Surviving Picasso means going beyond and beneath (the im-
age of) Picasso, before and before the city, to move with that which 
subsists underneath the attraction of the survival/experience of 
Picasso. Everynight life is that which survives everydayness, the 
dazzling clarity of the brilliant city. “Operation Soho” was a clear 
and unequivocal attempt to eradicate everything that did not fit 
into the image of the brilliant city. The sex workers were enemy 
of the state number one; the city government issued a municipal 
order against them and banned street prostitution, displaced them 
into the suburban commercial areas, criminalized their activities, 
and marginalized them more and more. Rogelio López Cuenca and 
Elo Vega composed an intervention around the narrative of the city 
and its image informed by (the image of) Picasso with reference 
to Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon of 1907, a work that had 
become famous as a representation of the marginality of prostitu-
tion and its dark sides. The poster created in connection with this, 

28. Isabel Bellido, 
“El declive de la noche 
alternativa en Málaga,” 
Diario Sur, August 5, 
2018, https://www.
diariosur.es/malaga-
capital/declive-noche-
alternativa- 
20180805002909-
ntvo.html.

29. Fred Moten and 
Stefano Harney, The 
Undercommons: Fugitive 
Planning and Black 
Study (New York: Minor 
Compositions, 2013), 19.
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30. This text is part of 
Rogelio López Cuenca 
and Elo Vega’s project 
Surviving Picasso.

featuring some of the Demoiselles d’Avignon and the slogan “Span-
talo, because you deserve it,” referred to the brothel Scandalo and 
its well-known slogan “because you deserve it”: the brothel that is 
frequented by “honorable men” who don’t want to be seen drew 
the hypocrisy of their actions against the sex workers into the 
foreground of public discussion, where the mere presence of sex 
workers appears grotesque to those same “honorable men.” “The 
old source that never runs dry: the exploitation of the image of the 
excluded … the whore we only want when she is frozen in the frame 
of the museum, silent, passive, turned into a topic by the artist and 
his genius.”30 The next and even more interesting stage of the in-
tervention involved a protest by sex workers in which they used 
the faces of the Demoiselles d’Avignon as masks and underscored 
that Picasso had not hesitated to take a stand for their cause. The 
action undermined the settled discourse (of the image) that judg-
es them for making life down below unsettled, for their everynight 
life. At the same time, they deployed the body in their intervention 
by day, showed the faces that were otherwise not visible outside 
of the museum and the brothel. The everynight scandal went out 
into the street in the form of horror—a dis/semblage in normalized 
everyday life.

Everynight life subsists under the false image of the brilliant city, 
the vulnerable sociality of night workers who take on a risk not 
only because they expose their bodies every night on the street, 
but also because they are followed by the police who watch over 
every flight from normalized everyday life. The night workers 
are an expression of the undercommons, attacked by the hard-
ness of the everyday (image of the) city, because they attempt 
to survive/subsist the everydayness of the brilliant city. An un-
ending multiplicity of social machines that subsist in everynight 
life join them—as the Zapatistas remind us, anonymous life that 
comes from afar but has no future, dispossessed in the surround 
of every night. Everynight life inhabits a rebellious subsistential 
territory, it wants everything for everyone, and at the same time 
it wants to have nothing, as in the words of Subcomandante 
Marcos during the long night of 500 years: “We were born of the 
night. We live in the night. We will die in her.… For us pain and 
anguish, for us the joy of rebellion, for us a future denied, for us 
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31. EZLN, Fourth 
Declaration of the 
Lacandon Jungle, 
January 1996; available 
at http://struggle.ws/
mexico/ezln/jung4.html. 

32. Moten, Black and 
Blur, 192.

the dignity of insurrection. For us nothing.”31 Self-dispossession 
as an antidote not only against dispossession but also against 
self-possession, against any production of the own, the proper, 
from property to identity. That is, once again with Fred Moten, 
“the critique of possession that only the dispossessed can 
make,”32 and which we can recognize even in Picasso’s painting, 
surely not because of his genius, but because a reappropriation 
of subsistent everynightness and its image flashes through it, 
which is present every night in the streets, around and beneath 
and before and before the city of attractions.
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1. IdeaDestroyingMuros, 
Post-exótico: relaciones, 
archipiélagos y 
comunidades otras 
(Valencia: Editorial 
Pensaré Cartoneras, 
2018), 9.

The Island is 
Exotic—The 
Archipelago  
is Post-Exotic1

Sayak Valencia

What We See

The collection of pieces created specifically for this exhibition 
by Rogelio López Cuenca, Las islas (The Islands), explores differ-
ent techniques, media, and discourses: video essay, installation, 
textile art. This is not an inconsequential use of different means: 
the complexity of the composition belies the complexity of what the 
artist is stating.

Las islas 2018
(previous and following pages)



Th
e 

Is
la

nd
 is

 E
xo

tic
—

Th
e 

Ar
ch

ip
el

ag
o 

is
 P

os
t-

Ex
ot

ic
19

0
Sa

ya
k 

Va
le

nc
ia

2. Laura Mulvey, “Visual 
Pleasure and Narrative 
Cinema,” Screen 16, no. 3 
(October 1, 1975): 6–18.

3. IdeaDestroyingMuros, 
Post-exótico, 13.

4. Joaquín Barriendos, 
“La colonialidad del ver. 
Hacia un nuevo diálogo 
visual inter-epistémico,” 
Nómadas (Universidad 
Central de Bogotá), 
no. 35 (October 2011): 
13–29; online at http://
www.redalyc.org/pdf/ 
1051/105122653002.pdf.

5. Belén Romero 
Caballero, “La 
colonialidad de 
la naturaleza. 
Visualizaciones y 
contra-visualizaciones 
decoloniales para 
sostener la vida,” 
Extravíos. Revista 
Electrónica de literatura 
comparada (Universitat 
de València), no. 8 
(2015): 1; online at 
https://ojs.uv.es/index.
php/extravio/article/
view/4528.

6. Iris Zavala, Discursos 
sobre la “invención” de 
América (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 1992).

In Las islas, López Cuenca takes us through different layers of 
visibility and sensibility. The first effect the pieces have on the 
visitor is the visual and emotional excitement of the exuberant 
colors and their tropical joyfulness. This relates to the way in 
which the dominant order of perception structures our subcon-
scious way of seeing and binds it to pleasure.2 Our initial per-
ception then dissolves as we approach the pieces and see that 
the paradisiacal landscape represented in the Western imagi-
nary by remote, unexplored lands, where islands are conceived 
as “ideals of pure eroticism,”3 is not what it seems to be; in the 
reproduction of its natural abundance is hidden a subtext, which 
comes from very far back and very far away. In the subtext is our 
submissive agreement with the coloniality of seeing, which can 
be understood as “a heterarchical power machine that has been 
expressed throughout the history of capitalism … and consists 
in a series of superimpositions, derivations, and recombinations 
that interconnect, in their discontinuity, the fifteenth century with 
the twenty-first.”4

The exotic fascination for the natural environment thus shows not 
only the West’s voracious and exploitative relationship with nature 
throughout its colonial past, but also the transferring of the logic of 
plunder and exploitation to the people who inhabit its ex-colonies. 
It reiterates “the stereotypical portrayals of nature Europe has been 
constructing since the fifteenth century via different mechanisms 
that constitute an epistemic exercise of violence that suppresses 
the human condition of non-European subjects-objects-nature.”5 
Not only that, but the piece also specifically reveals the relation-
ship between the “panoptical colonial gaze”6 and its relationship 
to gender, violence, consumption, and Western self-affirmation by 
antithesis to the natural bodies carried into the sexual and racial 
fantasies of the twenty-first century.

Like a dissection in reverse slow motion (a type of Chien andalou 
cutting into the colonial eye), the video essay and Hawaiian shirts 
strip away all justification and unveil the historical responsibility 
of the colonial empires and their relation to the production of the 
coloniality of seeing that transcends the gaze and creates political 
fictions that are carried into material reality.



1917. María Lugones, 
“Colonialidad y género,” 
Tabula Rasa (Bogota), 
no. 9 (July–December 
2008): 87; online at http://
www.redalyc.org/articulo.
oa?id=39600906 [http://
dev.revistatabularasa.
org/numero-9/ 
05lugones.pdf.

8. Fernanda Molina, 
“Crónicas de la hombría. 
La construcción 
de la masculinidad 
en la conquista de 
América,” Lemir: 
Revista de Literatura 
Española Medieval y 
del Renacimiento, no. 
15 (2011): 192; online 
at http://parnaseo.
uv.es/Lemir/Revista/
Revista15/08_Molina_
fernanda.pdf.

9. According to Anne 
McClintock, “America 
and Africa had 
become what can be 
called a porno-tropics 
for the European 
imagination—a fantastic 
magic lantern of the 
mind onto which 
Europe projected 
its forbidden sexual 
desires and fears.... 
Women served as the 
boundary-markers of 
imperialism.” Annie 
McClintock, “The Lay of 
the Land: Genealogies of 
Imperialism,” in Imperial 
Leather: Race, Gender and 
Sexuality in the Colonial 
Conquest (New York, 
Routledge, 1995), 22, 24.

10. Edmundo O’Gorman, 
The Invention of America: 
An Inquiry into the 
Historical Nature of 
the New World and the 
Meaning of Its History 
(1958), trans. Terry Smith 
(Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1961).

11. Oyèrónké Oyewúmi, 
The Invention of Women: 
Making an African Sense 
of Western Gender 
Discourses (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota 
Press, 1997), 124.

The coloniality of seeing is linked to the coloniality of gender de-
fined by María Lugones as “the colonial association between 
anatomy and gender as part of the binary, hierarchical opposi-
tion necessary for the domination of anafemales introduced by 
the colony, by which women are defined in relation to men, the 
norm.”7 This relation is made manifest in the sexual symbology in 
the prints on the Hawaiian shirts, where the usual floral designs 
are interwoven with images from medieval engravings, advertise-
ments, and other contemporary political and sexual imagery, all 
of which position racialized women as lascivious, passive bod-
ies at the service of the “perfect male”8—the reckless, Spanish, 
Catholic heterosexual man constructed during the colonial peri-
od as the hero and owner of others (especially women and their 
bodies), and who finds his counterpart in today’s figure of the 
tourist, particularly the sex tourist.

López Cuenca links discourses on colonial porno-tropics9 with 
the figure of the colonizer metamorphosed as the (sex) tourist, 
and highlights how the intermittent patterns of colonialism tend 
to actualize themselves, reaffirming certain forms of representa-
tion that, through design, impose a visual regime that continues 
to instrumentalize bodies and calls into doubt people’s humanity 
and citizenship and thus their right to access basic rights and 
non-stereotyped forms of representation.

In this sense, the etching by Johannes Stradamus entitled The 
Discovery of America printed onto a blue background with palm 
trees on one of the shirts opens up an invitation to think of the 
“invention of America”10 as an invention of “women” as Oyèrónké 
Oyewúmi conceives it, understanding the category to be a mate-
rialized concept of subalternization used as a scapegoat for the 
correct functioning of the colonial state, or, in her words:

The emergence of women as an identifiable category, defined by their anat-
omy and subordinated to men in all situations, resulted, in part, from the 
imposition of a patriarchal colonial state. For females, colonization was a 
twofold process of racial inferiorization and gender subordination.... The 
creation of “women” as a category was one of the very first accomplish-
ments of the colonial state.11
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12. Silvia Federici, 
Caliban and the Witch: 
Women, the Body and 
Primitive Accumulation 
(Brooklyn, NY: 
Autonomedia, 2004).

13. Félix Guattari and 
Suely Rolnik, Molecular 
Revolution in Brazil, trans. 
Karel Clapshow and Brian 
Holmes (Los Angeles: 
Semiotext(e), 2008).

The consequences of women being historically positioned as 
inferiors in the colonies and Europe (with the destruction of 
community bonds and the femicide that was the witch hunt in 
different European countries12) are still visible today; the postu-
lates of gender that structure power hierarchically around the 
body continue to pre-form patriarchal gender relationships on-
tologically, politically, economically, and culturally. This leads 
to different levels and intensities of violence against women 
as well as against becoming-minoritarians,13 which, for reasons 
of class, race, sexual preference, bodily diversity, or migratory 
status, are seen to be feminized, or, in other words, outside the 
colonial state’s patriarchal norm. 

What We 
Don’t See

López Cuenca’s Hawaiian shirts also provoke reflection not 
only on our ways of seeing and consuming but also on our tacit 
compliance in the crystallization of the hierarchical imagery of 
racial supremacy that conceives inhabitants of extra-European 
space as objects with no right to migrate or travel, as perennial 
and static, as a part of the atrezzo of the islands that tourists 
so freely access.

The works are thus an accurate, critical, yet also cosmetic ges-
ture, as they are not unbound, either, from the context that pro-
duces them—they are a self-reflective, European gesture that 
seeks patterns for locating colonial intermittencies and how 
these are updated by neoliberalism in its phase of global tour-
istification.

The layers of meaning in these pieces are suggestive on many 
levels. One of these is how textile design is used with sharp hu-
mor to present the shirts as “uniforms of the tourist army,” reac-
tivating discussion on colonialism, but also on the gentrification 
and displacement taking place in many Southern European cities.
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The Hawaiian shirt as an apparatus of touristification and low-cost 
consumerism leads us to reflect on the social gentrification of cit-
ies throughout Europe, especially those on the coast of Spain, 
and on the impact of this as it ruptures communities and dis-
places autochthonous populations, linking contemporary neo-
liberalism to colonial capitalism, whose primary economic drive 
has been to accumulate by plundering, appropriating territo-
ries, forcefully displacing inhabitants, and creating generalized  
poverty.

The shirts are a material and tactile representation of what is 
suggested in the video essay, which uses the performative re-
source of slow motion as a narrative metaphor. Through the 
nature and body of women, it tells how the ignorance or con-
cealment of five centuries of colonialism in Latin America have 
not only been catastrophic in terms of political, epistemological, 
and material responsibility; they also provide the means for the 
official institutional-colonial-corporate European narrative to re-
write history and conceal its workings. Creating precarity and 
accumulating by plundering are thus relegated to the status of 
fictionalized accounts of colonial history that appear unrelated 
to contemporary European inhabitants.

Yet much of the potency of this piece lies in the warning it offers: 
these genealogies of oppression tell the story of a continuous 
plundering whose sights are set on spaces whose colonial past 
or geopolitical location may belie the fact that, for the most pred-
atory manifestations of neoliberalism, they are actually becom-
ing the South in terms of their material conditions. In these spac-
es, the tourist becomes the contemporary version of the medieval 
knight who justified the occupation of territories outside Europe 
with a civilizing narrative, whose modern-day form would be the  
neoliberal corporate discourse.

Las islas is an account of the concatenations and renovations 
of the conquering colonial gaze and its setting up of alterities, 
which in imperial history not only fulfilled the task of conquer-
ing territories and accumulating riches but also reaffirmed 
the architecture of power, represented by the imposition of a 
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masculinity is a concept 
put forward by Raewyn 
Connell referring to 
“the configuration 
of gender practice 
which embodies the 
currently accepted 
answer to the problem 
of the legitimacy of 
the patriarchy, which 
guarantees (or is 
taken to guarantee) 
the dominant 
position of men and 
the subordination 
of women.” R. W. 
[Raewyn] Connell, “The 
Social Organization 
of Masculinity,” in 
Masculinities, 2nd ed. 
(Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 2006), 77.

15. Dean MacCannell, 
The Tourist: A New Theory 
of the Leisure Class 
(London: MacMillan, 
1976; repr. Berkeley: 
University of California 
Press, 1999), 5. 

19. Mery Favaretto, 
“Estado, economía y 
sexualidad en la obra 
de Pier Paolo Pasolini. 
La creación artística: 
desde la singularidad 
pasolineana hacia la 
dimensión comunitaria” 
(PhD diss. Universitat 
Politécnica de València, 
2017), 250; online at 
https://riunet.upv.es/
handle/10251/90490.

16. IdeaDestroyingMuros, 
Post-exótico, 14.

17. Ibid., 13.

18. Ibid.

hegemonic masculinity14 that has rights over and access to all 
bodies and territories.

The pieces are dense with content and visually fascinating. Their 
medium precisely articulates their message. They might be seen 
as messages in a bottle from the faraway land that is history, invit-
ing us to think and take responsibility for our manner of colonizing 
others in the new, colorful, accessible, fun space of tourism, today 
represented by the international middle class, which, according 
to Dean MacCannell, “are purveyors of modern values the world 
over,”15 modern values being understood as relating to the renewal 
of the vision of modernity/coloniality.

Here, I would like to relate these pieces to the archipelago meta-
phor proposed by IdeaDestroyingMuros, a collective of feminist 
artists. Against the dominant imagery of the island as an ideal 
of pure eroticism, the collective seeks to “repoliticize the sou-
venir”16 and reinstate the density of islands as “territories that 
continue to suffer forms of national, financial, and touristic dom-
ination.”17 Islands must therefore be decolonized, being real and 
imaginary places that no longer favor their own insularity, but 
potentiate “post-exotic archipelagos that geographically repre-
sent our anti-capitalist life and relations.”18

Against the refeudalization of the world, the border walls that en-
close, and the fueling of imagery of exploited, racialized female 
bodies as a driving force for desire and the possession of the 
exotic as located in ex-colonial territories, it may be pertinent to 
return to what researcher Mery Favaretto proposes: a post-exotic 
perspective for an anti-colonial, transfeminist world, where the 
post-exotic is conceived as “a series of anti-colonial, feminist 
methodologies able to create real, material, creative alternatives 
for thinking and critical practice that break out of the Western 
ways of thinking that constitute the exotic imaginary and antag-
onistic critical thinking.”19

These pieces by Rogelio López Cuenca are post-exotic in the 
sense Favaretto proposes. They are archipelagos of meaning that 
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rupture the colonial gaze and its imposed forms of representation 
and reification.

Las islas materializes not only critical readings but also critical 
practices that invite the viewer to start up an inter-epistemic, 
community dialogue grounded in nonviolence, anti-capitalism, 
and relationships that are not based on racial, gender, or sexual 
exploitation and domination, where we no longer glorify national 
identities but reconfigure our imagery of border territories through 
post-exotic perspectives.

Las islas 2018
(following pages)
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