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In the early 20th century, Spain 
was living a period of confusion 
and general pessimism due to 
the end of the colonial empire 
which was followed by the 
authoritarian regime of the 
dictatorship of Primo de Rivera, 
the instability of the Second 
Republic and the coup d’état of 
Francisco Franco who, after a 
dramatic civil war, established 
a new dictatorship. As a result 
of the severe political situation 
in the country, Spain 
experienced political and 
ideological isolation that 
separated it from the rest of 
Europe.

Announcement of Primo de Rivera's government, Madrid, 1923, © German Federal Archives



Also, Spanish arts remained somewhat 
conservative, hostile to the avant-gardes 
and the general modernisation which was 
happening naturally in other European 
countries. However, in Catalonia and the 
Basque Country, some push for renewal 
in conflict with the academic thoughts of 
central Spain could find space thanks to a 
progressive bourgeoisie. 
Especially Barcelona earned a 
progressist reputation and, during World 
War I, the city started attracting artists 
from abroad like, for instance, Robert and 
Sonia Delaunay - who stayed in 
Barcelona for some months in 1917 - and 
the French artist Picabia who - in 1916 - 
decided to move to Barcelona and started 
publishing the Dadaist magazine 391. 

Nevertheless, the major Spanish artists of 
the avant-gardes - such as Pablo 
Picasso, Joan Miró, Juan Gris, Julio 
González, and Salvador Dalí, among 
others - preferred to move to Paris, which 
was the world cultural centre of the time, 
rather than following living in a Spain in 
deep crisis. A feeling of Spanish identity 
ever remained fundamental in their 
practice though. For example, Gertrude 
Stein pointed out how the progress and 
major transformations of Picasso’s art 
had always occurred after a period spent 
in Spain, as for both the cases of Les 
damoiselles d’Avignon and his first fully 
Cubist works, which were made in the 
village of Horta de San Juan, in 
Catalonia.

Pablo Picasso, Les demoiselles d’Avignon, 1907, oil on canvas,
244 x 234 cm, from the collection of © MoMA, New York



Picasso - who was born in Malaga, 
but studied in Barcelona - was one of 
the first Spanish artists moving to 
Paris and was rapidly followed by 
many Catalan artists who were 
interested in joining the cubism, 
post-cubism, surrealism and the 
geometric abstraction new art 
practices. Among them, there were 
the metal sculptors Julio González 
and Pablo Gargallo, as well as Joan 
Miró. Miró remained in Paris several 
years sharing a studio with Gargallo, 
and although he fell in love with the 
cultural effervescence of the French 
capital, he actually divided himself 
between France and Montroig, near 
Tarragona, where he conceived 
some of the fundamental steps 
forward in his work, unequivocally 
linking it to Spanish/Catalan 
atmospheres. 

Bords de la Seine, Exposition Universelle de 1900, Paris, © Musée d'Orsay



Rafael Barradas, Portrait of Pilar, 1919, 600 
x 795 cm, from the collection of © MNAC 
(Museu Nacional d’Art de Catalunya)

Marcel Duchamp. Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 
2, 1912, oil on canvas, 147 x 89.2 cm, from the 
collection of © Philadelphia Museum of Art

Undoubtfully, the major Spanish artists of the 
beginning of the last century came indeed from 
Catalonia. Barcelona was the Spanish 
reference point for the avant-gardes, and it 
acted as a communication bridge between 
Spain and the international scene. 
For example, in 1912, the first Cubist exhibition 
in Spain was presented in Barcelona with 
works by - to name a few - Juan Gris, Jean 
Metzinger, Albert Gleizes and Marchel 
Duchamp  (on that occasion was also exposed 
the famous Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 
2); and, in 1917, the same gallery - Sala 
Dalmau  - presented the Vibrazionista 
movement, a group of artists inspired by 
Cubism and Futurism, which included, among 
others, Uruguayans Joaquín Torres García 
and Rafael Barradas, both based in Barcelona.



Sala Dalmau, initiated by the pioneer 
gallerist Josep Dalmau, was active since 
1906 until its closure in 1930 and hosted 
the exhibitions of the then-beginners Dalí 
and Miró, the latter arrived in Paris 
precisely thanks to Dalmau’s support. In 
fact, Dalmau’s dream was to become a 
gateway from which foreign art could enter 
in Barcelona and Catalan art could be 
exported abroad. He also talked the 
brothers Joan Anton and Ramon Maragall 
into opening a gallery themselves, Sala 
Parres, in 1925. Unfortunately, due to the 
lack of economic resources, Dalmau’s 
ambition was never fully realised, but his 
support was fundamental for the 
development of Catalan art. Conversely, 
the Maragalls - who had the economic 
strength to do a systematic job, making 
Sala Parés become the first gallery in 
Barcelona to put artists under contract and 
give them a stable financial base - were 
not really interested in the avant-gardes. 
They actually preferred a more traditional 
type of art a provided support to a group of 
artists born in the last decade of the 19th 
century and with a post-impressionist or 
post-novecentist style which began to 
constitute many collections of the Catalan 
bourgeoisie. Sala Dalmau during an exhibition by Picabia in 1922 © Sala Dalmau



Spanish Civil War, Madrid, 20/07/1936, © Agencia EFE

In the 1930s, the second republic marked a period 
of political instability that led to numerous episodes 
of violence and rebellion until it spurted in the Civil 
War. In this period, most of the Spanish artists still 
living in Spain developed a sense of responsibility 
and commitment to the republic and entered the 
Alianza de Intelectuales Antifascistas (Alliance of 
Antifascist Intellectuals) supporting a realist art 
practice, which could have been more instrumental 
for politics and the social sphere. An example is the 
book Art i la revolució social (Art and social 
revolution) by Ferrán Callicó (1936) which openly 
attacked abstract art to support realism. 

Roughly at the same time, but on the other political 
side, Ernesto Giménez Caballero, the first Spanish 
fascist intellectual, published the essay El Arte y el 
Estado in the magazine Acción Española (1935). 
Giménez Caballero was one of the first to introduce 
fascist ideologies in the country and the first in Spain 
to write down a theory of the social function of 
artistic production from the ideological perspective of 
fascism: << The soldier and the artist have no other 
assignment in the world than that: kill or imprison 
enemies (...). That is why, when once again in 
history religious and national values arise back, we 
can see clearly what is the purpose of Art: the 
combative power of Art as an expansion of ideals of 
faith>>. 
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Giménez Caballero also hoped for a 
totalitarian regime directed by a dictator, 
who he thought of as a brilliant artist. 
These and other ideas, such as the belief 
that Western art was living a period of 
crisis, a sharp criticism against Cubism, 
and the exaltation of architecture as a 
fundamental art in which art and state 
merged, are beliefs that anticipate those 
of the immediately following decades. 



While both Spanish parties where looking for a 
theorisation of the political instrumentality of art, it 
was painted the work that still represents for many 
the most political work of art - and the most 
effective - ever realised: Guernica. Guernica 
originated from a commission to Picasso for the 
Spanish Pavilion at the Universal Exposition of 
Paris of 1937 and was dedicated to the Basque city 
of Guernica, bombed by the German aviation in 
support of Francisco Franco in overthrowing the 
legitimate government of the Spanish Republic. 

In the painting, various female figures - one 
of which holds the corpse of her son - 
scream with despair around the figure of a 
dying horse. The horror of the brute force, 
the desperation, the sense of death and 
devastation is evident. However, a bull on 
the left side - symbol of the strength and 
resistance of the Spanish people - and the 
sources of light in the centre of the picture 
symbolise hope. Although later on the work 
passed to indicate the horror of war in a 
universal sense, it remains a profoundly 
Spanish work, unequivocally dedicated by 
Picasso - who in that period was even 
closer to Spain as the new director of El 
Prado - to his country with a precise 
historical contextualisation.Pablo Picasso, Guernica, oil on canvas, 349 cm × 776 cm, 1937, from the collection of © Museo Reina Sofia, Madrid



In addition to Guernica, the Spanish pavilion at the Universal 
Exposition of Paris of 1937 were presented five sculptures by 
Picasso; La Montserrat - a Catalan peasant woman carrying 
her son - by Julio González; La fuente de mercurio by Calder 
(now at the Fundació Joan Miró in Barcelona); El pueblo 
español tiene un camino que conduce a una estrella by Alberto 
Sánchez (today a copy of the sculpture is in front of the Reina 
Sofia museum in Madrid); and the murales El payés catalán en 
revolución by Joan Miró, among others. 
Although some of these works were far from realism, all of 
them had an explicit, propagandistic and narrative content 
nonetheless, so much that, all in all, the Pavilion was a sort of 
manifesto of militant realism. Even Miró - in spite of the fact that 
he had always preferred to avoid issues related to the war - 
worked in the pavilion on a murales both political and 
apocalyptic, unusually embodied in a single grotesque, 
aggressive and threatening character occupying almost the 
entire surface of the work. While Calder’s Fuente de mercurio, 
a fountain of 150 liters of mercury, referred to a precise piece of 
information: the production of mercury in the Spanish mines of 
Amadén, which the Republicans highlighted as one of the 
significant points of interest for the Germans and, therefore, 
one of the causes of their aid to the nationalists for obtaining 
concessions.
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All in all, the Universal Exposition was seen as the opportunity 
- apparently not efficiently achieved - to find diplomatic and 
economic support for the cause of the Spanish Republic and 
was an open manifesto against fascism. It also represented 
the highest point of a stage of Spanish avant-garde art that 
was associated with the revolution. Unfortunately, it was also 
the closing point as, immediately after, with the end of the civil 
war and the dictatorship of Franco, the country experienced 
dramatic retrocession and cultural split. Many of the most 
important Spanish artists would never come back to live in 
Spain (e.g. Picasso and González), and a lot of more who 
were bound to the Republic left the country in an exodus. The 
Spanish stance of avant-garde art towards politics, which 
began around the beginning of the century and was intensified 
during the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera and the civil war, 
came to an end.
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So the following year, it was the other-faction 
artists - the ones who instead supported the 
military coup - that had their moment of glory. 
The Venice Biennale of 1938 was, in fact, the 
counterpart of the Paris Exposition and a group 
of artists who were following more traditional 
and academic lines came along, including 
Zuloaga - who received the Biennale award 
Grand Prize Mussolini - and Álvarez de 
Sotomayor, a close friend of Franco and new 
director of the El Prado museum after Picasso. 
Additionally, the Franco’s politics of considering 
the whole Latin world as a new Spanish empire 
was already stated by the inclusion in the 
Spanish pavilion of a Portuguese and an 
Uruguayan artist. 
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The first years of the Francoism could 
be described as a period of cruelty, 
repression and revenge. As reported in 
his diary by Galeazzo Ciano (son-in-law 
of Mussolini and Italian Minister of 
Foreign Affairs) the executions were 
numerous, only in Madrid between 200 
and 250 a day, in Barcelona 150, in 
Seville about 80. Between 1939 and 
1942 there were more than 100,000 
executions.

Fascist Youth Greeting Ciano, Madrid, July 1939 © Yad Vashem



Even World War II didn’t 
disrupt Franco’s purge of 
the country too much. In 
fact, although he was 
inspired by the totalitarian 
regimes of Italy and 
Germany, and although 
he wrote several letters to 
Mussolini and Hitler in 
support and admiration, 
he decided to remain 
neutral during the war. His 
only involvement was to 
send, on Hitler’s demand, 
the División Azul (Blue 
Division) troops - a unit of 
Spanish volunteers and 
conscripts - on the 
eastern front to fight 
against the Soviet Union 
from August to October 
1941. No other requests 
moved Franco to action, 
including a request from 
Hitler to occupy Gibraltar, 
and letters from Mussolini 
pushing him toward the 
war not to <<be placed at 
the edge of the history of 
Europe>>.

Adolf Hitler (R) w. Francisco Franco (L) during their only official meeting, 23/10/1940 © LIFE Photo Collection



The neutrality of 
Spain was 
justified by Franco 
with the need for 
the country to 
recover from the 
Civil War. 
However, the 
actual reason lay 
on the aid granted 
to the country by 
the United 
Kingdom and, 
above all, the 
diplomatic work of 
Winston Churchill 
and the President 
of the United 
States Roosevelt, 
who reassured 
Franco that they 
would never 
intervene on his 
internal politics if 
Spain kept solid 
on his neutral 
position. 

Franklin D. Roosevelt w. Winston Churchill at the White House, 1/12/1941 © Getty Images



In part because of this strange 
ambiguity that Spain kept during World 
War II, and chiefly because it was 
governed by a totalitarian regime, at 
the end of the war the country found 
itself in an isolated position. Part of this 
closure was actually desired by 
Franco, who didn’t want interferences 
in his regime, but most of it was forced. 
In fact, in 1945 Spain was refused 
entry into the soon-to-be United 
Nations (UN) and, the UN invited the 
member states to withdraw their 
embassies from Madrid. Meanwhile, 
Panama decided to break its diplomatic 
relations with the country, and the most 
of Europe reorganised itself around a 
left-wing politics, leaving Franco 
fundamentally alone.

Nevertheless - maybe even thanks to 
of the closure of the country - in 1943 
a period of apology of the Francoism 
considering itself as the Siglo de Oro 
(Gold Century) of western civilisation, 
began. The apology was extended to 
the whole tripartite structure of the 
regime: The Catholic Church, called 
National Catholicism, which prohibited 
the public worship of any other creed; 
the patriarchal family that denied 
women’s rights, including the right to 
vote; and the monarchy suspended 
and protected by a state with full 
power represented by Franco. 
Additionally, military forces supported 
the state, and the formation of any 
external political party was prohibited. 
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To meet the ideal of the regime, the 
teaching of historiography and philosophy 
was reformulated to systematically deform 
knowledge and facts, when the latter were 
not even suppressed from official 
histography if considered in disagreement 
with the Spanish nation, its religion 
(Catholicism), and its traditions. A hint of 
the twisted way of understanding history, 
politics and religion in Francoist Spain can 
be traced in the words with which the 
newspaper Informaciones commented on 
the front page of the death of Hitler on 
April 30, 1945: <<Adolf Hitler, son of the 
Catholic Church, died defending 
Christianity>>.

Mold covered Nazi SS officers cap inside Adolf 
Hitler's command bunker where he and 

mistress Eva Braun committed suicide, 1945 © 
William Vandivert & LIFE Photo Collection



The regime that Franco 
established also demanded 
the total unity of Spain and 
the subordination of the 
labour force to a national 
idea. Therefore, the 
nationalist and socialist 
identities prominent in 
Catalonia and the Basque 
country were considered a 
heresy, and called by 
Franco the “anti-España”. 
Barcelona, in particular, was 
targetted for its dual role: 
being the capital of the 
Catalan nation, and being 
an important centre of 
European radicalism, being 
it Trotskyist, Stalinist or 
anarchist. The new 
dictatorship set thus out with 
the specific aim of neuter 
the Catalan metropolis 
through the banning of 
Catalan, the retrospective 
punishment for supporting 
the Republicans and the 
bureaucratic centralisation 
of the state.

The Port in Barcelona, 1949  © Dmitri Kessel & LIFE Photo Collection



About art, the Francoist policy was to support 
religious art, classicism, architectural 
monumentalism, the commemoration of victory, 
and the most traditional academic visions. The 
ideology of fascism was clearly expressed with 
a perfectly recognisable and conventional 
iconography of the political motives of the time. 
The language was rhetorical and redundant, 
and the conformism of the representation was 
regarded as a point in favour of the 
effectiveness of the communication desired by 
the system. The favourite subjects were flags, 
insignia, emblems, portraits of Franco - 
idealised and younger - on foot, portraits of 
Franco on horseback, portraits of Franco 
detaching in the foreground over a background 
of multitudes. Unfortunately, more than a few 
artists aligned themselves with the regime in 
what was declared as social art. Among them - 
to mention one of the most important - José 
Maria Sert, who already back in 1937 presented 
in the Pontifical Pavilion of the Universal 
Exposition in Paris the painting Intercesión de 
Santa Teresa de Jesús en la Guerra Civil 
Española (Intercession of Saint Teresa of Jesus 
in the Spanish Civil War) in favour of the 
triumphing fascist ideology.

Portrait of Francisco Franco  © Getty Images



Conversely, the avant-garde movements were harshly 
condemned, also taking as a justification the 
philosophical ideas developed by the philosopher José 
Ortega y Gasset in his book The Dehumanization of Art. 
Equivocating the philosopher’s meanings and 
instrumentalising the title of his book reverting it in an 
empty sentence, fascists artists and critics legitimised 
their work as an alternative to an art ‘dehumanized’ by 
the avant-gardes, to which they wanted to oppose an art 
‘humanized’ by the presence of the human figure with a 
naturalist figuration. 
A paradigmatic example is, once again, Picasso, who 
was ostracised and censored, in spite of the fact that, 
after his retrospective at the MOMA for his 40 years as 
an artist in 1939, it was already clear enough that he 
was one the most important artists of modernity. Even 
so, after the end of the Civil War, it took to Picasso 
almost ten year to present an exhibition in Spain, with 
his solo show, in 1948, at the Galerías Layetanes of 
Barcelona which also hosted the first exhibition of Miró 
after the Civil War (1949), and organized the first 
personal exhibition of d’Antoni Tàpies (1950). 

An advert of Galerías Layetanes in the magazine Destino, 1956  
© Destino



The end of the ‘40s was the 
turning point in which 
modernity start slowly to find 
his way into the cultural life 
of the country. They had 
been published the first 
monographs of Dalí (1948) 
and Miró (1949) and the first 
poem of Joan Brossa, Em 
va fer Joan Brossa (1951). 

Dalì Atomicus, 1948, a collaboration between © Dalì and photographer Phillippe Halsman

Also in 1948, the Academia Breve de Crítica de Arte (Short Academy of Art Critic) - 
created by the Catalan Eugenio D’Ors - presented for the 7th edition of its annual Salón a 
reconnection with the avant-garde scene active prior to the war (e.g. Dalí, Miró, 
Torres-García) together with newer artists who followed that strand of experimentations 
(e.g. Antoni Tàpies, Joan Ponç and Oriol Bohigas).



This was possible, though, only thanks to 
the isolated initiatives of some private 
groups: the renewing commitment of 
sculptors like Josep Marìa Subirach and 
Eudald Serra; the informal practices of 
the 50s with the work of Albert Ràfols 
Casamada, Josep Guinovart and Joan 
Hernàndez i Pijuan; and, above all, the 
multidisciplinary group Dau al Set 
founded in Barcelona by Brossa, the 
philosopher philosopher Arnau Puig, and 
the painters Joan Ponç, Antoni Tàpies, 
Modest Cuixart, and Joan-Josep 
Tharrats. Dau al Set - inspired by 
Dadaism and considered the first point of 
reference of the Spanish resistance art 
against Francoism - published a 
magazine of the same name from 1948 to 
1956 and made two exhibitions in 
Barcelona at the Istituto Francés (1949) 
and at Sala Caralt (1951). The group was 
particularly influential for its engagement 
in the renewal of the language and for 
heading out against academicism and 
officialism. They admired the surrealism 
that - thanks to Miró, Dalí and the poet 
J.V. Foix  - was the most extensive 
avant-garde movement in Catalonia, and 
adopted a surrealist iconography and 
magical atmospheres between the violent 
and the erotic. 

 

M
oidest C

uixart, D
ibuix, 1950, P

encil, ink and tem
pera on paper, 33.5 x 50 cm

  ©
 M

A
C

B
A

, B
arcelona



Moreover, Barcelona also 
saw in those years the 
appearing of new galleries 
and the activity of groups of 
‘conoisseurs’, such as 
Cobalt 49 and Club 49, a 
circle of patrons and art 
promoters founded by Joan 
Prats, Josep-Lluís Sert, 
Sebastià Gasch, Joaquim 
Gomis, Eudald Serra and 
others. 
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In the 50s, the Spanish 
isolation rapidly ended, 
mostly because Franco’s 
declared anti-communism 
made him a useful resource 
in the increasing tensions 
between the US and the 
USSR. In the context of the 
Cold War, Franco launched 
a statement saying he was 
ready to send armed forces 
to support Americans in the 
Korean War and 
agreements were signed 
that allowed the opening of 
US military bases in Spain. 
The reward given to Spain in 
exchange was substantial. 
Not only did the United 
States open a strong credit 
to Spain and a policy of 
economic aid began, but 
Spain was also admitted first 
in the FAO (1950), then in 
UNESCO (1952) and, 
finally, in the UN (1955) and 
the OEEC (1958).Plane sitting on runway at Strategic Air Command Zaragoza Air Base, 1957 © Howard Sochurek & LIFE Photo Collection

,



Following this, the dictatorial 
regime decided to make an 
effort to open up to the 
international community and 
to give itself a new image. 
The government became, 
therefore, apparently more 
democratic to project the 
image of a modern country 
in line with the Western 
policy of the other countries 
with which it wants to have 
political and economic 
relations. This also drove to 
industrial expansion and 
economic growth that 
reached its climax in what 
was then called the Spanish 
Miracle, an era of 
development and wealth 
contrary to all expectations 
and which led, between 
1956 and 1969, to the 
quadrupling of tourism.

Gypsy Dancers in Madrid, 1960-8 © Loomis Dean & LIFE Photo Collection
,



The regime also realised 
how counter-productive 
was the ostracisation of 
the avant-gardes and the 
academic monopoly in 
the arts. 
Since abstraction was 
enjoying international 
recognition, the 
Francoism decided to 
use it as a way of 
promotion of itself, as in 
the case of the 
Hispanoamerican 
Biennales that were 
organised in Madrid 
(1951), La Habana 
(1954) and Barcelona 
(1955). For the first time, 
these events presented 
together artists and 
critics of both the regime 
and the opposition, but 
that was also the first 
time in which art was 
instrumentalised by 
Francoism to project 
abroad an image of an 
up-to-date country with 
intellectual freedom.  

Prado Museum, 1949-1954 © Dmitri Kessel & LIFE Photo Collection
,



On the other hand, the manoeuvre was so 
evident that during the competition held for 
the first Hispanoamerican Biennale, Picasso 
wrote a message to Spanish and South 
American artists denouncing the intentions 
of the regime and asking all artists not to 
participate. His warning was not particularly 
welcomed though and, apart from some 
boycotting reactions from Chile, Colombia 
and Mexico, the competition was well 
accepted by the rest of the participating 
countries, including Spain. Some 
intellectuals, artistis and critics denied that 
art could have been instrumental to politics 
and rejected the idea of a state intrusion, 
although that was a most likely a 
hypocritical excuse to participate in the state 
events and take advantage of the offer 
visibility; others realized the obvious 
limitations of this apparent freedom, such as 
the denunciation made from Vicente 
Aguilera Cerni and Antonio Giménez 
Pericás and sent to the congress of the 
International Association of Art Critics 
(AICA) in Prague in 1966: << In today’s 
Spain, you can write about art what you 
want. And here comes the first limitation to 
freedom, which is quantitative: you can write 
about art what you want, as long as it is 
exclusively about art [...] You have to have 
an ‘aestheticised’ conception of art.>>

 

Francisco Franco and Salvador Dalì, 1956 © Miguel Cortes & Agenzia EFE
,



The poor state of freedom in art, was then made 
clear with the misadventure of the plan - initiated 
in 1951 - for a Museum of Contemporary Art in 
Madrid that should have arisen in the building of 
the Biblioteca Nacional under the direction of 
architect José Luis Fernández del Amo, who was 
in contact with the international scene (including 
Picasso, Miró and other painters in exile in Paris) 
and who seemed to promise to the artists of the 
avant-gardes a definite exit from clandestinity. 
Together with the then Minister of Education, 
Joaquín Ruiz-Giménez, Fernández del Amo 
thought indeed of a museum that had not to be 
limited to already sanctioned art, but instead be 
a place for experimentation, an antidote against 
provincialism, and home of social exchange. 
However, when, in1957, he organised a first 
exhibition that anticipated the type of practice 
planned for the museum, whose space was in 
the meantime under renovation, Del Amo was 
dismissed and the museum put on standby for 
many years, until its opening in 1975.
The exhibition which was considered too 
progressive for the time, was titled Otro Arte 
(Other Art), took place in Sala Negra, Madrid, 
and contained works of international abstract 
informalism,  including Appel, De Kooning, 
Pollock, Burri, along with emerging young 
Spaniards such as Antoni Tàpies and Rafael 
Canogar. 

 

Exhibition “Otro Arte” at Sala Negra, 1957
,



On the other hand, private galleries had a period 
of rebirth. In Barcelona, it standed out the work 
of Sala Gaspar in particular, a gallery that in 
addition to incorporating avant-garde art within 
its programming, begins a work of import and 
export with the international market, as it had 
been the unfulfilled dream of Josep Dalmau. 
Sala Gaspar worked with Picasso, Joan Miró 
and Antoni Clavé, besides intertwining a very 
close collaboration with the activities of Club 49, 
which brought into the gallery programme the 
work of emerging artists of the ‘50s, including 
Tàpies, August Puig and Tharrats among others.  
With regards to the international scene, in 1955, 
the gallery presented the Exposició col·lectiva 
internacional (International Group Show) with 
historic avant-garde artists such as Braque, 
Chagall, Léger, Picasso, Severini and others; in 
1957, in collaboration with the gallery Stadler in 
Paris presented an exhibition of abstract 
expressionism and informal art with artist 
including d’Appel, Burri, Dubuffet, Fautries, De 
Kooning, Pollock and others; in 1959, a selection 
of German Expressionist art.

Sala Gaspar’s entrance for the exhibition of Picasso in 
1960 © La Vanguardia

,



The new Catalan 
talent, Antoni Tàpies, 
consolidated his 
carreer with the 
participation at the 
Venice Biennale of 
1958, representing a 
new art wave that 
interested all Spain 
and that, in 1960, was 
officially presented at 
the MoMA in New 
York with the 
exhibition New 
Spanish Painting and 
Sculpture which 
included the work of 
Rafael Canogar, 
Eduardo Chillida, 
Martin Chirino, Modest 
Cuixart, Francisco 
Farreras, Luis Feito, 
Manolo Millares, Lucio 
Muñoz, Jorge de 
Oteiza, Manuel 
Rivera, Antonio Saura, 
Pablo Serrrano, 
Antonio Suarez, 
Antoni Tàpies, Joan 
Josep Tharrats and 
Manuel Viola.
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These artists are also the first 
group of Spanish artists to be 
systematically represented in the 
international commercial circuits, 
and it was somehow thanks to 
them that the business model 
could spread through Spain 
during the following decade, 
creating a professionalisation of 
contemporary art never seen 
before and a private alternative 
(e.g. Biosca in Madrid and René 
Metras in Barcelona) to the 
cultural institutions of the regime - 
that were not only few, but also 
aimed to mere propaganda. 

Antoni Tàpies, Signes, marble dust, 
pigment, latex and charcoal on paper, 

50,5 x 64,5 cm, 1968  © MACBA
,



Yet, the commercial success of 
these new languages, the informal 
above all, supported somehow the 
capitalist dynamics that their works 
were supposed to denounce, 
bringing to Spain one of the 
strongest ambiguities and 
contradictions of the cultural 
market in the capitalist countries. 
In fact, the informal was largely 
promoted and internationalised by 
the North American rhetoric of the 
Cold War period which valued a 
modern but - at least apparently - 
not politically engaged art. 
Moreover, it was soon enough that 
also informalism was absorbed by 
the regime and transformed into 
another coverage for Francoism, 
besides being an opportunistic 
forum for those young artists who 
wanted to achieve rapid fame. The 
introduction of a systemised art 
market changed the point of view 
of the art indeed: being part of the 
avant-garde meant no longer 
automatically be part of the 
opposition, but instead being of an 
international network and a 
recognised and authoritative 
commercial system.
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The political situation of Spain and the 
daily life in the country was still 
challenging. As reported by the 
magazine Spanish-American Trade in 
1959: <<Living in Spain for a Spaniard 
means working more to get less. It is 
necessary to work three times more 
than a Frenchman to get a kilo of bread, 
or a kilo of rice; five times more for a 
kilo of coffee; four times more for one 
litre of wine; twice more to buy a 
newspaper>>. As a result, the ‘50s in 
Spain were in truth years of social 
unrest, protests, student 
demonstrations and strikes in which the 
mass went down the street for the first 
time since the Civil War. On March 12, 
1951, for example, 300,000 workers of 
Barcelona poured over the Rambla and 
Placa Catalunya to protest against the 
rising costs of living. However, the riots 
of the masses did not just mean 
malaise, but also the risen possibility of 
a social power that finally found the 
strength to oppose the Francoist 
structure. In Catalonia, for instance, the 
strongest of the Catalan clandestine 
movements had fused Catholic morality 
and Catalan identity into the Christians 
Catalans movement under the 
leadership of Jordi Pujol. 

B
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A very simple anecdote demonstrates the power of the people against the Francoist mentality, which had always 
tried to definitively suppress the national characters and traditions of both the Basque and Catalan countries. In 
1957, Luis de Galinsoa, director of the prestigious national newspaper La Vanguardia and a close friend of Franco, 
interrupted a Catalan sermon in a church shouting: <<Todos los catalanes son una mierda>> (All Catalans are shit). 
In the following days, La Vanguardia lost most of its subscribers and advertisers, the sale of the newspaper 
collapsed, and Galinsoa lost his leadership.



Even when the economic situation of 
the country changed rapidly and 
radically - between the end o the 50s 
and the beginning of the 60s - with 
the Planes de Desarollo 
(Development plans), riots and 
protests did not decrease. The 
Planes had produced an economic 
stability that not only led to the 
development of tourism but also 
made Spain rise at the forefront of 
industrial progress, preceding even 
the United States and Japan; 
nevertheless, the nationalist 
sentiments of Catalonia and the 
Basque countries increased; the labor 
unions got more organised; the 
society got more structured to cope 
with the dictatorial regime; and even 
the Catholic Church - renewed by the 
Second Vatican Council - gave its 
support to various intellectual protest 
movements. The strikes and protests 
of workers, miners, and students took 
force, so much so that, in 1966, the 
universities of Madrid and Barcelona 
were forced to close and in 1968, 
Franco had to declare a state of 
emergency for a period of about two 
months, from January 24 to March 
25).
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In this general clime of rebellion and 
empowerment, the Spanish artists 
showed tiredness towards abstraction 
- and especially toward 
beinginstrumental to the regime - and 
returned to figuration with an art 
based on reality and politics with a 
critical eye on the context. While the 
informal was a movement based on 
the individual artist, priority was this 
time given to collective work and 
social organisation, such as in the 
cases of Equipo Crónica, Estampa 
Popular, Equipo 57 or Equipo 
Realidad in which realistic and pop 
language were used against 
Francoism and capitalist culture. 

Equipo Crónica, Three Windows, mixed 
media on canvas, 78 x 108 cm, 1978  © 

Macba
,



The realism of the 60s was thus firmly 
bound to the class struggle, and the 
critic approached new perspectives 
and new methods of analysis that 
took into consideration the sociology 
of art, phenomenology, semiotics and 
structuralism, provoking a new look at 
cultural values, at the relationships 
between art and society, art and 
politics. Because the regime had 
gradually abandoned a policy of open 
cultural repression, artists could 
finally exhibit works that would have 
previously been forbidden. Also, the 
history of art began to do a work of 
retrospective criticism and 
rediscovered the first avant-gardes. 

Equipo Realidad, Manolas y toreros, 
lithograph on paper, 33,7 x 51,4 cm, 1967 

© Museo Nacional de Arte Reina Sofia
,



In 1968, took place the first retrospective of Miró 
in Spain, held (in the same year in which he was 
also named Doctor Honoris Causa at the 
University of Harvard) in the Capella de L’Antic 
Hospital de la Santa Creu, Barcelona. The 
exhibition marked the recognition by young artists 
and the Catalan population of Miró as one of the 
greatest exponents of the avant-garde arts and, 
at the same time, revealed his political 
engagement. An anecdote tells that when Miró 
was about to go to the Antic Hospital to 
inaugurate the show, he received the news that 
Manuel Fraga Iribarne, Minister of Information 
and Tourism, had arrived from Madrid specifically 
to attend the opening of the exhibition; Miró 
decided not to go in order to not lend himself to 
the efforts of the Francoist government to give 
itself a progressive image when, as a matter of 
fact, it had done it all to annul Catalonia and cut 
the freedom of expression of the Catalans.
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The most substantial push 
forward, however, was that of 
conceptual art that began to 
appear in the mid-60s and 
whose object was the 
reflection on art as a language 
in the wake of the new 
international conceptual 
currents and the various 
ideological changes of the time 
that also gave rise to the 
pacifist, feminist, student 
movements of national 
liberation. At the same time, 
new practices arise such as 
actions, video, the relationship 
between art and nature, art 
and politics, art and language. 
Large part of these changes 
were driven by the refusal of 
the leftist artists to be exploited 
by the regime and a group of 
artists including most of the 
important artists of Madrid 
joined by various other artists 
from all over Spain, prepared a 
public document announcing 
the decision not to participate 
anymore in any official 
exposition organized by the 
Francoist government. 

The influence that the 1968 
show - and the gesture of 
Miró not to attend the 
exhibition - had on Catalan 
artists was demonstrated that 
three years later, in 1971, in 
the event for the emerging 
artists Primera Exhibition 
d’Art (First Art Show) in 
Granollers, that had as a 
subtitle Homenatge to Joan 
Miró and whose introductive 
text ended with the words: 
<<The struggle of the 
revolutionary artists runs 
parallel to the struggle of 
revolutionary workers and 
students. A common enemy, 
a common struggle.>>

Joan Miró, Personagge, painting, 
550 x 560 cm, 1973 © Fundación 

Banco Santander



Conceptual art also refused to 
adopt the market criteria of high 
cultural models and the 
valorisation of the ‘unique’ artwork. 
Spanish conceptual artists rather 
engaged with a critical revision of 
the artistic practices and the 
cultural management, as Valeriano 
Bozal identifies describing three 
main orientations: 1) the 
problematization of artistic 
language, of the function of art and 
the artist; 2) the problematization 
of the condition of the work in 
relation to the technical means, its 
reproducibility and the behavior of 
the artist and his ‘products’; 3) the 
problematization of the artist’s 
professional condition.
Although most of the art galleries 
tried to marginalise this wave of 
new languages and to support 
informal art which was more 
suitable for the private market, 
conceptual art found anyway some 
patrons, as in the case of the 
Huarte family: the most important 
collectors of post-war Spanish art 
and organisers, in 1972, of the 
festival Los Encuentros de 
Pamplona, in the Basque Country.

 

Los Encuentros de Pamplona, 1972 © Fco Javier Zubiaur Carreño



Los Encuentros aimed to point 
towards the end of the domain of 
informal painting and abstraction, 
and to show the existence of a 
regenerated national avant-guard 
that maintained close ties and 
shares aesthetic and stylistic 
interests with the new international 
currents (Fluxus, Situationism, 
video art, etc.), which is evident in 
the response and presence in 
Pamplona of artists, musicians and 
intellectuals such as John Cage, 
David Tudor, Steve Reich, Silvano 
Bussotti, the dancer Laura Dean, 
and Dennis Oppenheim, among 
others. The event attracted 
sympathisers of the radical left, but 
the Communist Party stood up 
against the demonstration that was 
considered too experimental for the 
time, a <<small-bourgeois elitism>> 
and a <<feast of the capital>>. 
Various artists, including Joan Miró, 
Antoni Tàpies, and Pere Portabella 
boycotted the event as well; it was 
also disapproved by the Navarre 
Church, and during the festival, 
there was the unreported explosion 
of two bombs that caused some 
minor injuries.

 

Los Encuentros de Pamplona, 1972 © Pío Guerendiáin



A possible reason for the 
misfortune of Los Encuentros is 
that the experimental art was 
misrepresented and misunderstood 
because it tended to give each act 
and work a political and ideological 
value, neglecting the formal 
novelties and mistakenly placing 
them in the background. A second 
edition, planned in two years time, 
could have met more support, but 
the project stopped immediately 
when the following year, 1973, the 
younger brother of the Huarte, 
Felipe, was kidnapped. Following 
this event, the family abandoned all 
patronage activities.

Los Encuentros de Pamplona, 1972 © José Luis Alexanco



The Spanish conceptual practices, as 
always in the history of Spanish art, took 
place at 90% in Catalonia (especially 
Barcelona, Granollers and Banyoles) 
where was actively present a utopic 
dream of being able to change society 
thanks to art. 
Among the Catalan initiatives of the 
period, the most influential was the 
collective Grup de Treball, an ideological 
laboratory active between 1973 and 1975 
with a program of resistance, radical 
avant-garde and social practice. Group de 
Treball questioned the use of traditional 
materials and even the very idea 
of artwork since in their conceptual 
practice the ‘project’ replaced the 
‘artwork’, as well as the manual and 
individual practice commonly behind the 
production of an art piece was replaced by 
an intellectual, theoretical and collective 
effort. Their use of the conceptual 
language in order to challenge the fascist 
regime was, according to Claude Gintz, 
<<the only example of political 
commitment that manifested itself publicly 
in the history of conceptualism in Western 
Europe>> and, in fact, Grup de Treball 
problematized art in terms of class 
strategy and placed the artistic product as 
a political-cultural practice of social 
transformation. 

Grup de Treball, Collective Film, video, 42 min, 1974 © MACBA



Much of their works consisted of printed 
texts, including some in Catalan, in spite 
of the fact that it had been drastically 
forbidden and marginalised. For 
instance, for their participation at the IX 
Biennial of Paris in 1975, the group 
presented a theoretical study on the 
illegal press of Catalonia. Unfortunately, 
the enactment of the anti-terrorist law 
that year and the implementation of the 
state of emergency forced the proposal 
to be presented without signing, which, 
once the biennial ended, triggered the 
end of the group’s activities.
The speak the truth, at the base of the 
end of the group activity there was also 
the impracticality to finance this type of 
intellectual operations and, above all, 
the gap between the theoretical ideology 
and the capacity to translate it into a 
concrete - and effective - proposal. 
Nevertheless, the artists who had taken 
part in Group de Treball continued 
working independently and among them 
there were some of the most recognised 
artists of the particularly fertile Catalan 
art scene of the 1970s, including 
Francesc Abad, Jordi Benito, Angels 
Ribé, Carles Santos, Dorothée Selz, 
Francesc Torres, and Antoni Muntadas, 
among others.

Grup de Treball, Champ d’Attraction, print and adhesive tape on photographic 
paper, exhibited at the 9th Paris Biennale 1975 © MACBA



Muntadas and Joan Rabascall 
developed practices based on 
mass media. Pere Noguera 
concentrated on objects with an 
aesthetic ‘povera’. Francesc Abad 
experienced land art. Francesc 
Torres was the first artist focussing 
on actions, and  his work relied on 
psychology and perception by 
considering art as a phenomenon 
of behaviour of both the artist and 
the viewer. Fina Miralles worked 
with the interaction between body 
and nature. Àngels Ribé was closer 
to behaviour art, while body art was 
developed by artists like Jordi 
Benito, Francesc Abad and Carlos 
Pazos. Eulàlia Grau is often 
identified in the feminist strand. 
While Antoni Miralda developed a 
concept of art as a ritual, bringing it 
closer to the world of tradition and 
popular celebrations, very often 
connected with religion and food.
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In general, the art of the 70s had 
awakened the problem of the 
relationship between art and everyday 
life. A large number of artists tried to 
abolish the distance between them 
through the destruction of painting and 
the progressive substitution of it with 
elements of daily life, whether they 
were objects or autobiographical 
elements. As a consequence, the 
traditional vehicles of art were reduced 
to a minimum, bringing more and more 
in the foreground themes, theoretical 
attitudes or the ideas, so that the work 
of art got progressively transformed 
into useful political action. Another 
strand of artists went in the opposite 
direction, concentrating in a 
self-referential reflection of art, 
transcending any theme, putting larger 
distance with everyday life, and getting 
closer to semiotics. Eventually, a third 
strand focused above all on the 
processes and the historical context, 
neglecting languages and its codes 
and trying to subvert the roles of artist 
and spectator through the abolition of 
traditional art techniques and materials 
that were replaced with photocopies, 
documents, videos and 
inter-disciplinary projects.

Francesc Abad, Daily Journal, 
Photographs, maps, tickets and sound 

recording, 1974 © MACBA

Fina Miralles, Relations. Relating the 
Body and Natural Elements, gelatin 

silver print, 1975 © MACBA



Together with these new art 
practices alienated from 
commercialisation, a new 
model of art space appeared: 
the independent space or 
alternative space, which 
proposes actions, 
performances, ephemeral art 
and other non-traditional 
approaches. This notion of 
alternative space is also 
linked to a new type of public 
institution that developed 
during those years in Europe 
- especially in Germany - and 
which stands as an updating 
and extension of the concept 
of a traditional museum: the 
Kunsthalle. The Kunsthalles 
are conceived as a centre 
without a collection, more 
open to the surroundings, a 
space for debate and events, 
which organises activities in 
addition to temporal 
expositions, and which is not 
limited to preserving and 
collecting, but above all to 
producing art and to allow 
experimentation.
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Among the most significant spaces 
that had arisen in Catalonia in the 
‘70s and that have a programme in 
between the private gallery and the 
Kunsthalle, there were the Petite 
Galerie de Lleida, opened in 1968, 
first in a corridor and then on the first 
floor of the Alliance Française; Sala 
Tres, opened in 1972 at the 
Acadèmia de Bellas Arts in 
Sabadell;  Espai B5-125, 
inaugurated in 1978 at the 
Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona; 
and the galleries Aquitania, Ciento, 
Dau al Set, Maeght, and Sala 
Vinçon in Barcelona. In particular, 
Sala Vinçon was a pioneer of the 
exhibitions of conceptual artists. For 
instance, in 1974, it presented the 
project Què fer? with artists Jordi 
Pablo, Miguel Utrilla, Olga Pijuan, 
Carlos Pazos and Fina Miralles who 
defended a conceptual line. It also 
was the first gallery to exhibit Pere 
Noguera’s La fotocòpia com a 
obra-document (1975), in which 
several everyday objects were 
stripped of their original function and 
were used with artistic intentions 
employing photocopies. 
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At the same time also appeared the first 
galleries specialised in photography such 
as Spectrum (1973) which welcomed local 
photographers such as Pere Formiguera 
and Joan Fontcuberta alongside with 
international photographers such as 
Richard Avedon in a Canon funding 
program.

Dorothea Lange at Galería Spectrum, 1970’s 
© MACBA



To responded to this precise and rapid 
change that was taking place in the 
Catalan art practices in the ‘70s, in 1975, 
as a personal will of Mirò and his circle of 
close friends, including Josep Lluís Sert 
and Joan Prats, opened in Barcelona the 
Fundació Miró. Located in the Montjuic, in 
a brand new building designed by Sert 
(who initially could not sign the project as 
he had been suspended in the profession 
by Franco), the foundation became 
immediately a point of reference able to 
cover the institutional gaps of the period in 
supporting to the avant-gardes and the 
younger generations, especially thanks to 
the work done in the project room Espai 
10 since 1978 (renamed Espai 13 since 
1987). As stated by the first director of the 
foundation, Francesc Vincens, the 
foundation opened in fact in <<direct 
continuity with the spirit that animated the 
Catalan cultural, social and political life 
prior to the Civil War>>.

Fundació Miró



Around the same period, Joan Miró - and 
probably also Antoni Tàpies - convinced Aimé 
Maeght, owner of the important Galeria Maeght 
in Paris with venues also Saint-Paul-de-Vence 
and in Zurich, to open a new gallery in 
Barcelona, which will then follow also a branch 
in New York. The gallery opened in 1974 in the 
Born district next to the Museu Picasso, inside 
the Palau dels Cervelló. Although the Maeght 
market and the type of setting of the gallery 
were disproportionate to the volume of collecting 
in a small city like Barcelona, it opened the city 
to a new model of commercial gallery based on 
significant economic resources, international 
and long-in-advance-planned strategies, and 
spaces alike - for structure and size - to 
museums. In the book Galerisme in 
Barcelona, Jaume Vidal Olivares recognizes 
Galeria Maeght a leading role in the formation of 
the local audience with the organization of 
memorable exhibitions of Spanish artists such 
as Miró, Tàpies, Chillida and Palazuelo, in 
addition to the international Valerio Adami 
(1976), Vassily Kandinsky (1979), Georges 
Braque (1980), and Alberto Giacometti (1982).  
With the large international art exhibitions, the 
gallery filled a Barcelona cultural gap, but the 
gallery also promoted the new local generations 
including the then emerging Ferran Garcia 
Sevilla, Tom Carr, Jaume Plensa and Susanna 
Solano. 

Galeria Maeght



The second big gallery that opened in Barcelona 
in that period (1976) is Joan Prats by Joan de 
Muga, son of Manuel de Muga, owner of a 
printing house then transformed into a 
publishing house specialising in art and works 
graphics: Polígrafa. The gallery opened as a 
tribute to Joan Prats in Rambla Catalunya 54 in 
a space reformed by Josep Luís Sert. The Joan 
Prats gallery took very short time to become - as 
still is - the leading contemporary art platform in 
Barcelona, rooted in the city but also well 
inserted into an international scene. In addition 
to participating in various international art fairs, 
Muga also opened branches of the gallery in 
New York (1982) and then in Los Angeles 
(1986), as well as having an office in Tokyo in 
the 80s, and brought to Barcelona artists such 
as Henry Moore, Christo, Kenneth Nolan, 
George Segal and Anthony Caro.

Galeria Joan Prats



After the death of Franco in 
1975 - once the country was 
free from the regime - there 
was a short but intense 
appearance of a series of 
political works and political 
exhibitions, such as 
Homenatge a Carles Rahola 
(1976) dedicated to a Catalan, 
Republican and Catholic writer 
who, despite his moderate 
character, was shot by Franco 
in 1939. The exhibition had 
three stages in Girona, 
Cadaqués, and at the Fundació 
Miró in Barcelona, where 
participated  - just to name a 
few - Francesc Abad, Josep 
Guinovart, Joan Hernández 
Pijuan, Joan Miró, Pere 
Noguera, Albert 
Ràfols-Casamada and Antoni 
Tàpies.



However, the post-Franco political attitude 
of art lasted very short time. In general, 
Spain didn’t want to linger in the past and 
fell in deliberate amnesia, preferring to live 
out of confidence in its future. The period 
of transition from the Francoism to the new 
republic was indeed a period of peaceful 
recovery and major hopes towards growth 
and a cultural modernisation for the 
country. The expectations were alimented 
when, in 1977, it was created the first 
Ministry of Culture in Spanish history and 
when, in 1978, the Constitution devoted 
ample space to the protection of culture 
and the responsibility of the state in the 
cultural sphere. Freedom of expression, of 
information, of creation, the right of access 
to culture, were all fundamental new 
voices of the Constitutions, together with 
decentralisation, as to say a vast 
autonomy of regional governments 
towards museums in the autonomous 
communities. 

Puerta del Sol, Madrid, 1978 © Bernardo Perez



The return of Guernica to Spain from the 
temporary lend to the MoMA, in 1980, was seen a 
symbol of conquered democracy and Spanish art 
gained a lot of attention through exhibitions such 
as New Images from Spain at the Guggenheim in 
New York (1980), in which were exhibited Sergi 
Aguilar, Carmen Calvo, Teresa Gancedo, 
Muntadas, Miquel Navarro, Guillermo Pérez 
Villalta, Jorge Teixidor, Darío Villalba and Zush. 
On that occasion, the curator of the show, Margit 
Rowell, wrote: <<Art market as it exists elsewhere 
is not a reality in Spain. An art market which 
imposes demands, dictates public taste, deals out 
critical or financial acclaim at an international level, 
is almost an abstraction to many Spanish artists 
today and, as a result, it is not a priority. This is 
equally true for many Spanish critics and 
collectors, for whom the succès d’estime counts 
as much if not more than the succès commercial. 
Spain is perhaps one of the last countries in which 
this distinction is sustained. [...] In one sense, 
today’s Spanish artist is in an enviable position. 
He is not psychologically competitive or 
economically oriented. Since information from the 
outside is a minor and marginal coefficient in the 
equation that defines his art, it does not risk 
becoming derivative of the international 
avant-garde. Because no market exists at home, 
the artist is in a position to generate one - forge his 
own criteria and form his audience and critics.>>
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In spite of the enthusiastic celebration 
by Rowell, the truth is that the 
Transition led to a period of critical 
paralysis and swept away the culture of 
resistance in favour of an alliance 
between culture and the market. As a 
matter of facts, in the ‘80s, to meet the 
favour of commercial galleries and 
collector - there was a return to painting 
with artists such as Robert Llimós, José 
Maria Sicilia, Zush, José Manuel Broto, 
Frederic Amat, Miquel Barceló, and 
Ferrám García Sevilla. One of the most 
appreciated styles was a neoprimitive 
painting that partly recovered the 
tradition and partly was bounded to the 
Italian Transavanguardia and the 
German Neo-figuration. The painting of 
the 80s is, therefore, an art of great 
gestures and large formats, which after 
the great ideological charge of the ‘60s 
and’ 70s sought a less committed 
approach. This tendency prevailed not 
only in Spain, but throughout Europe, 
especially after the triumph of painting 
that in 1982 was celebrated at 
Documenta 7, Kassel, curated by Rudi 
Fuchs, and in which Miquel Barceló’s 
very ‘materico’ work stood out in 
particular. Miguel Barceló, Meat Map, pigments and latex on canvas, 

195 x 345 cm, 1982 © La Caixa



Daniel A. Verdú Schumann summarises the 
critique of that period defining it with <<the 
disappearance of any kind of debate>> and its 
substitution with <<a fervent uncritical and 
unreflective unanimity around a colourist, 
deededologised and postmodern youth painting>>. 
Yet, as Dan Cameron wrote: <<in 1984 the 
numerous emerging artists in Spain represented 
an extremely diversified group. There was the old 
figurative sector, which can be considered the first 
artistic avant-garde of the post-Franco period: 
Alfonso Albacete, Carlos Alcolea, Chema Cobo, 
Manolo Quejido, Carlos Franco and Guillermo 
Perez Villalta. Behind them was the modern 
pantheon (both official and unofficial) dating back 
to the 1930s: Tapies, Saura, Millares, Arroyo, 
Chillida, Ponc, Guinovart, Rafols, Casamada, 
Brossa, Canogar, Pijuanm Munoz, Sempere, 
Guerrero, Equipo Cronica, Cuixart and others. In 
front of them, there was a handful of artists who 
seemed to connect the figurative group to young 
expressionist painters: Gerardo Delgado, Juan 
Navarro Baldeweg, Ferran Garcia Sevilla, Miquel 
Navarro, Soledad Sevilla. Finally, the work of Luis 
Gordillo seemed to link the three groups, covering 
the widest range of subjects and methods>>.

Manolo Quejido, Rojo, acrylic on cardboard, 100 x 71,5 cm, 1975 © MACBA



Also, some young painters 
from Barcelona were 
beginning to attract attention 
at a national level. In addition 
to Garcia Sevilla, the 
hieroglyphic iconography of 
Zush’s work was considered a 
hyper-personalized product of 
the Catalan surrealist heritage; 
Perejaume’s intimate and 
poetic works offered obsessive 
images of the sun and the 
moon, of the sea, of 
abandoned theaters and old 
postcards, in neo-symbolist 
combinations; Frederic Amat, 
the most spontaneous 
representative of this 
generation, used natural 
pigments and thick dough to 
create animal, plant and 
architectural forms in simple 
hierarchical designs.

Frederic Amat, Paisatge, installation, 158 x 180 cm, 1991 © MACBA



These styles were absorbed 
and proposed especially in the 
gallery that Salvador Riera 
had opened in 1973, Galeria 
Dau al Set, that presented 
solo shows of international 
artists emblematic of the 
period such as Jean-Michel 
Basquiat (1989), Francesco 
Clemente (1990), Rainer 
Fetting (1990) and George 
Condo (1992) as well as 
devoting collective projects to 
the Junge Wilde (Wild Youth) 
Austrian artists, artists of East 
Village in New York and the 
Berlin scene. With regard to 
Spanish artists, Riera worked 
with Luis Claramunt, Ferran 
Garcia Sevilla, Miquel Barceló, 
Xavier Grau, and Guillermo 
Pérez Villalta, among others.

Luis Claramunt, The Storm, oil on canvas, 81 x 100 cm, 1984 © MACBA



In general, private galleries were boosted by the 
development of a speculative idea of art as an 
investment, that in the 80s and 90s saw a period of 
terrific expansion thanks to the work of international 
auction houses such as Sotheby’s, which imposed a new 
model of collecting on the global market. Many new 
galleries open then in Madrid and Barcelona. 
In Barcelona, the galleries were mainly concentrated in 
the area of Consell de Cent, between Rambla Catalunya 
and Balmes. Among the galleries that open in that 
period, stands out Carles Taché Gallery which opened in 
1986 after having already had a personal trajectory in 
contemporary art as director of an auction house, 
director of the investment funds of Banc d’Europa and 
art dealer of an art space Artema, between 1978 and 
1984. Tachè, like Joan de Muga, had (and still has) an 
international vision of art and has included in his list of 
artists names such as Jannis Jounellis, Sean Scully, 
Tony Cragg, and Cornelia Parker, to list just some of the 
main ones. Taché was shortly after followed by 
Alejandro Sales, who opened his gallery at the end of 
the 1980s, presenting trendy Spanish artists such as 
Jaume Plensa and Miquel Barceló and foreign artists 
such as Richard Long or Anish Kapoor.

Jaume Plensa, Head, copper, 32 x 25 x 17,5 cm, 1983 © MACBA



With regards to non-commercial spaces, 
instead, in Barcelona was fundamental 
the work carried out by the collector 
Rafael Tous, the first and most important 
art collector of conceptual and 
alternative practices in Catalonia, who in 
1980 inaugurated the space (from 1983 
a foundation) of Metrònom. Metrònom 
was organised as a documentation 
centre starting from the library and the 
collection of Tous and his wife Isabel de 
Pedro and organised important 
exhibitions of artists such as Francesc 
Abad, Miquel Barceló, Tom Carr, Jordi 
Benito, and Carlos Pazos. The work of 
Tous was decisive for the city also 
thanks to the series of activities that 
surrounded the space, such as the 
magazine Metrónom Art Contemporani, 
experimental cinema cycles,  and events 
of experimental music.

Rafael Tous



Metronom was also a big catalyst for 
young and alternative galleries of 
Barcelona that started opening in the 
same area, the Born, cheaper than 
Consell de Cent and, for this reason, 
chosen at the end of the 80s as a point 
of gravity of spaces such as Artual, Toni 
Berini, Benet Costa, Carles Poy and 
Ferran Cano. Unfortunately, apart from 
Ferran Cano - who managed to keep his 
project spurred on by Mirò, from which 
he received moral and economic support 
- the closure of the other spaces 
indicates a failure of the Barcelona 
dream to constitute an alternative 
gallerists pole.

Metronom



The next challenge and opportunity for 
Barcelona, the decisive one, will come 
again soon,  with the opening of the 
public museum MACBA. 
In the 80s, it indeed began the era of the 
Spanish museums, in which the creation 
of contemporary art museums tried to 
accelerate the renewal of the country 
and give a new image to its cities. The 
museums became the protagonists of 
urban changes and the reclamation of 
degraded areas, in addition to provide 
impetus to trade and being a tourist 
attraction. For instance, the Reina Sofia 
Museum in Madrid, opened in 1986, 
regenerated the marginal area of 
Atocha, and the MACBA will open in 
1995, giving a brand new image to the 
most essentially multi-ethnic 
neighbourhood of Barcelona, the Raval, 
and symbolising a conflictual period of 
renewal and gentrification of the city.

MACBA


