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ABSTRAcr

This paper will look back on the work ofEquipo Cr6ni~ who worked between 1964­

1980, to reveal a production of art tbat centered on issues oforiginality and value that were

grounded in attempts at social aetivism and a redefinition ofthe role ofart vis-a-vis society. Ta

achieve their goals, 1 witt argue and describe how the two man team ofartists used seriaIi~

objectivity, hybridity, appropriation ofmass media iconography and techniques, and parody to

produce something that was neither an art abject nar an ordinary obj~ but an object of

criticism. The lûstorical relevancy ofsuch an an Hes in its claims ofparticipating in a poHtical

critique of the culture industry controUed by the oppressive Franco regime, and ils wary

oudook on the rapid modemization of Spain into the neo-c:apitaIist state it is today within the

multinational world arder.

The relevanœ of 50ch an examination lies in how their intentions to create a new

relationship between art and society is still pertinent today in modem Spain. Sïnœ the death of

Franco in 1975 tbere bas been a feeling in Spain that the eyes ofthe world have been. on ils new

democracy, leading to a campaign, led until recently by the Socialistgov~ to prove

Spain is a modem state that bas recuperated ftom 40 years of isolation. It bas tried to

demonstrate that il is progressive, oot only economical1y and tecbnologicaUy, but cuIturaIly.

Over the fast twenty years a veritable culture industIy bas boomed in Spain which bas been

generously backed by its federal and regionalgovernments. As Spain zealously and rapidly finds

as plaœ in the globalind multinational world arder, 1 will demonstrate that the issues of

identity pertinent to Equipa CrOnic:a, and the tadics they used to address il, CID stiJl contnbute

a critica1 position to present-day discussions.
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RESUMÉ

Ce mémoire revisite l'oeuvre de Equipo CrôDica, (1964 à 1980) pour révéler une

production artistique cenbée sur des questions d'originalité et de valeur elles-mêmes fœdées sur

un démardIe d'activisme social et de redéfinition du rôle de l'art dans la société. Pour atteindre

cet objecti( j'argumenterai et décrirai comment cette équipe de deux artistes a utilisé le

~ l'objectivité, l'hybridité, l'appropriation de l'iconographie et de la technique des

mass-medias ainsi que la parodie pour produire quelque chose qui ntétait ni un objet d'art ni un

objet ordinaire, mais un objet critique. La pertinence historique d'une telle forme d'art se situe

au niveau de sa participation à une critique politique de l'industrie de la culture contrôlée par le

régime répressifde Franco, et de son regard méfiant sur la modernisation rapide de l'Espagne

en un état néo-capitaIiste au sein d'un ordre mondial multinational.

L'examen des intentions d'Equipa CréDica de créer une nouvelle relation entre l'art et

la société est encore peninent dans l'Espagne moderne d'aujourd'hui. Depuis la mort de

Franco en 1975, il existe un sentiment en Espagne que les yeux du monde se sont braqués sur

sa nouvelle démocratie, aboutissant à une campagne, menée jusqu'à récemment par le

gouvernement socialiste, visant à prouver que l'Espagne est un état moderne qui a rattrapé un

retard dû à 40 ans d'isolation. EUe a tenté de démontrer qu'eUe est progressive, non seulement

économiquement et technologiquement, mais également cuIturellement. Ces vingt dernières

années, une véritable industrie de la culture a fleuri en Espagne, avec l'appui généreux des

gouvernements régionaux et fédéraux. Alon que l'Espagne trouve sa place rapidement et avec

beaucoup de zèle dans un nouvel ordre mondial globalisé, je démontrerai que les questions

d'identité soulevées par Equipa Cr6nica, et les tactiques qu'ils ont élaborées pour adresser ces

questions, peuvent encore contribuer de façon critique aux discussions politiques et culturelles

qui occupent l'Espagne aujourd'hui.
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PREFACE

The major programme ofthe Franco regime, beginning with the end ofthe Civil war, to

create the impression ofa unffied Spain imposed an atternpted homogeneity throush education,

censorship, and repressioR of regional and ideological opposition. Popular culture wu aIso

controDed and promoted to meet the goals of the Francoist programme, demonstrating wbat

can be understood as their knowledge of the importance of seeing culture as a site oftext. The

mie cen50rship played in this control of popular culture, however, proved to be

counterproductive because it encouraged the Spanîsh public to read the poHticai ioto

everytbing, maldng them adept al the art of resignification and able to tum everyday Iife into

poütically charged instruments of resâstanœ. This makes Spain an interesting case study for a

Postmodemist cont~ because culture wu given an importance beyond that assigned to it in

most democratic societies.

Despite thi, the rise in interest over cultural studies bas, to a large extent, overlooked

the case of Spain due ta several factors including: departmenta1 co_o~

especiaIIy in Spain; few Sp8JÙsh specialists in academic departments; the tàct tbat Spain is of

minor interest to other countries, as seen in anthologies ofEuropean history and art bistory that

often treat Spain, ifat ail, as an aside to European tendencies; and the Iack of availability of

texts (secondary and primary) in translation. This oversight witbin post-colonial and cultural

studies negIects the relevancy oflooking at Spain which bas been bath colonizer and colonized.

The present-day globalimon ads as a coloniling force tbroughout the world compmmising

identities, but the case ofSpain aIso oftèrs the possibility ofobserving a self-colonizing project

tbat with Franco meant the suppression of regional identities to the idea of one centraIized

country.

Postmodem and post-colonial theories have demonstrated tbat in arder to fuIly

understand adturaI processes and fol'DJ5, one needs to understand the issues of legitimation at

stake, why tbey sbouId bave acqujred urgeœy at that particular mo~ and who are the

people invo1ved in the strusBfe to impose certain meanings at the expense of others. WhiIe

modemity CID be accused ofexcluding. Postmodemism Jœ.y DOW merely disgnise penisting

exclusions. Furtherrnon\ the pastiche tbat cbaraaerizes the Postmodem may bave Iost its
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original criticality by no longer heing used to ask questions about what is legitirni=l through

particular cultural representations, because its pluralist approach cloaks the increasing

concentration of economic power with the multinational which produces and reproduces the

cultural ïndustry. History may have become a pieturebook of useable images that serve as

commodities, thus robbed of its dialectical power. To oppose this we need ta disclose adturaI,

social, and political alternatives which competed in the put to counter the Postmodem writing

ofbistory whiclt with its daims to expose homogenous readings bars solidarity and collective

action.

Recently, the omission of Spain in dialogues around cultural studies, Postmodemist

debates, and post-colonial studies, bas begun ta he COrreded in new attempts to bring to Iight

Spanish modem and conternporary art. As Francisco Calvo SerraIler Iaments, a thorough study

of Spanish modem art is still al an inventory stage, and much work remains to he done in

analyzing it. His Del futuro al pasoc/o. Vanguardia y tradician en el arte espaiioi

contemporaneo (1988); Valeriano Bozalts Arte dei Siglo XX en E.fJaitl (1995); SimOn

Marchin Fa's Del arte de objetual al arte de concepto: /960-1974. EpUogo sobre la

sensibiJidad "Postmodema JI. Antologiacie esentosy fIItlIIÎjiestos (1994); and William Dyclœs'

Contemporary Spanish Art Now (1966) and Contemporary Spanish Art (1975) are but a few

examples ofthe kinds ofrecent pub6cations that attempt to bring to light what bas been for 50

long overlooked in Spain: an examination ofits art through its social conœms.

The commercial padcaging of the put, as in retrospective exhibitions and bistorical

publications, is evident in Postmodem cultures generaUYt but in Spain il also reftects a specifie

need ta salvage a bistory previously suppressed or neglected. The bistorical urgency in Spain of

looking at its put during the yan of transition (the 19708) gives it an aftinity with

Postmodernism, and otTers a valuable exampIe to cultural studies, because at a time wben

Postmodem tbeory dominates across disci~ includiDg cultural studies and art bistory, the

case of Spain provides an interesting territory of cultural analysis tbat, as aIready mentioned,

bas untiI reœntly DOt been explored.

This thesis bas benefited ftom the reœnt inveDtorying ofSpanïsh COntelnporary an, and

suggests possible new avenues for fùrtber research and analysis by broadly borrowing

considerations raised through c:uItural studies lDd debates arouod Postmodenism.
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INTRODUCI10N

The first cbapter will briefly outJine the issues around Modenùsm and the Spanîsh

debates on figuration, and relate tbem ta the reœption of Pop Art and the Realist, two ofthe

leading tendencies in Spanish art during the late 19605 and early 19705, in order to

contextuali7e the art production of Equipa Cronica. It will he demonstrated that they were

neither Pop artists nor Social ReaIists, but produced an art that reflected the strategies ofboth.

The second chapt« will examine sorne of the works produced by Equipo Cronica ta

i1lustrate how they translated their political intentions into their production, and 1will question

the sucœss or &i1ure oftbeir strategies, arguing that an examination oftheir art production bas

relevancy today.

This third, and 1&St, chapter will provide a briefreview ofissues around Modemism and

Spanish debates on the re-introduction of the figure into art after the long monopoly of

abstraction in Spanish modem art to ilIustrate that the social and political situation of Spain

difTered from the countries where these debates originated. Debates œntered on avant-garde

intentionality, with its blurring of the divisions between high and (OW art, will be outlined in

arder ta demonstrate the urgency in Spanîsh art ofthe late 1960s early 19705 ofcreating an art

practice that couId participate in social change.

A partiaalar fucus on the years of transition to demoaac:y is otfered throughout this

thesis ta show how the work ofEquipo Cronica was situated in a very specifie tinte in Spanish

contemporary bistory. Debates centered around issues of the avant-garde marked by a

particular socio-political urgency inS~ where many oriented themselves in opposition ta the

Fl'IIlCO regime. have contnbutions to make to present-day discussions on cuItura1 criticism.

Even though the Franco govemment-sponsored constJuction ofa Spanîsh identity bas ended,

contempol'llY issues around the identity ofSpain, and iDdeed any nation, within the new wodd

arder ofconœntrated multinational capital presents a simiIar control over cuItura1 production

tbat requires opposition. To expose the structures of power tbat are created in a controlliDg

system doaked in the rhetorie ofpluralism, we must explore the alternatives tbat may lad to

routes of solidarity and collective action. ft will be argued the Equipa CrOnica participated in

such a prosramme.

1
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Publications on Spanish contemporary art and adture are scarce, especiaIly in

translatio~ due ta decades of isolation, but over the Iast twenty years there bas bMl a

concerted etrort to recuperate its bistory, however it can be said that writings on its modem art

are still often at an inventorying stage. The methodology oftIùs tbesis bas been to review such

writings which in SOlDe cases bave been difticult to tind outside of Spain. This situation is

exacerbated by the fàct tbat many primary sources on the subjea ofEquipo CraDica are not to

be found in Spanish hbnuy coUections since the subversive nature and origins of these

publications (Valencian and Catalan) bas meant tbeir tàlIing through the cracks in their own

states. However, mention sbouId be made of the excellent services and resources provided by

the New Yorle Reference Library witbin whose waIls are safeguarded sorne of these sources.

This thesis suggests possable new avenues for furtber research and analysis on Spanish art by

broadly borrowiDg considerations raised in cultural studies and Postmodemist theories.

The 'inventory'-type sources for this tbesis include exlubition eatalogu~ articles on

Spanîsh contemporary art found in foreip publieatio~ new anthologies of Spanîsh modem

and contemporary art production, and anicles written by art critics, mostly Spanish, who wrote

on the art production of Equipa CraDica. For the disalssions on Modemism, censorsbip, the

subversivity ofavant-garde strategies, and the reception ofPop Art and Figuration as critical art

in Spain, the sources indude art historical publications on Pop ~ Mod~ and the

twentieth century avant-garde. To contextualize these discussions witbin the social, politi~

and economic situation of Spain 1have referred ta sources that oftèr a generaI overview of ils

history and culture.

Brierbiltory orthe seco.d ...oItlie tw.deth ceatury in Spaia

Afterthe Civil War, the Franco regime practiœd various forms ofpoliti~ social, and

cultural repression in arder to stœngthen ils strangIehold on the country. The years directIy

foDowing the CMl War were marked by a paralyzed postwar art market, anti-avant-garde

sentiments that boasted the crossing out of pre-war Spanîsh avant-garde art, confused art

criticism tbat tbreatened painting ta regression, and a state patronage tbat procluœd nothing

sigDificant. It sbould be noted bere tbat wben the tenn avant-garde is used, the notion ofil as an

art pradice tbat strives to be sociaDy enpged and aitical is wbat is meant. Avant-garde bas

2
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beœme a loaded term with far-reaching implications (ie. historica1 avant-garde, neo-avant..

garde, ete), but in order to simplitY matters, 1bave chosen to use it as tàithfuIly as poSSIble ta

the denotations il had for Spanish writers on contemporary Spanïsh art, whieh meant the

definition 1provided above. On these years, Vicente Aguilera Cemi, wrote:

The end of the Spaoïsh civil war in 1939 gave birth to a new period
characterized by famine, ravages, and the most blUtaI repression one can
imagine, partiadarly in the diftèrent sedors ofculture. An envenomed isolation
made any eurrent wbich wantcd te integrate itseIf into outside culture suspect
ofbeing a social menace.1

Tbese were years of an eclipse of modemity in Spain, which wu left a ruined and

closed-in world wbere fascism mled for deaules. The generation of this time Iived through

international isolatio~ econoDÙc dislocation, shortages, rationing and censorship, and as a

result wanted to overcome the divisions within the country. Mass migration also marked this

period and subsequent decades.2 Spain was modemizing itsel( moving away from being an

agriculture economy towards an industriaI.3 Between 1945-51 sorne attempts of the self:

interested regime were made to reclaim some of the 'safer' cultural currents and intellectual

figures of hDeral Spain (many of which had left the country for fear of persecution and for

cleaner air abroad) with the aim ofbastening the incorporation of Spain ioto the Western bloc

which was inevitable given the lagie ofthe Cold War.

Between 1951-56 a minimal cultural thaw in Spain aIIowed for the growth and

strengtbening of grass-roots opposition culture. This wu a decade when the Spanïsh youth

who had IlOt Iived the Civil War were better informed about world~ aœompanied by the

1 Vaœnte AguiIera Ccmi, KSpmisb Art Between 1945 aud 1970.1DConnative nate". Cimaise (Dec. 1983): 3.
2 Astatislical Slgnnwy orthe cleYclqtelO'IS between 1955 and 1975~ indodcs the Iàct tbaI six miUion people
(20% «the populalioo) mowd pnMoœ iD Spüo. Two million lIIÏgIIIId ID Madrid; 1800 000 to 8aIœIoaa;
1500000 to Europe for WOIk. Tbe lIUIDbcrŒdûes inSpùnwi1h PDP"1arions Œover 100 000 IOle fiom tweoty
ra forty in 1975. Tbc:sc sodal1*'...... put aSbainonedaJcaûnn ;al the mrdiaIl S)'5IaDS, andbIougbton the
emetgeuœœa new udIIn1Jouqeoisieand. ....middIedass made up of'pnls .".,.and fedlDiàaOS with
uoM:nity Cl""ifiaIIims TbcyaIso ckfamined a oew WOIÜI~Œ)'OUDI8IXl1llOltly nuai origin with fcw
pœ 5:5';00II1 quati6rations who worbd in tbe newiIâJsIries ot the lC1\'iœ sedOr. Borja..Riquer1Pennanyer~
"Social'"EaJoomèCIIaDIc inaClimaIeofPoIitiaIllnuncD'......, iDIoLabmyiaodHelen0raIIIm..,
Sponislt CIl/lll1rllSllldies. An11ll1otlllclfon. The StruggleforModmrily (lœcbI·OxfonlUDivasityPJas, 1995):
263.
Jin 19S0, 48%œtbcWOlkiDg,..""" W8Sco""in~ wbiIc iD 1990 die number renia U"...
84%ofSpmianfs live inciûcs 1Oday. RœlMaatao. "PoIiIiaIl Traositioo and CuIIural~ CopiDg with
the SpeedofCbaDp~. inLaIIInyi andGrabIm, eds.: 315.
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• start ofdecline oftraditional religious values which was to continue in the foUowing decades.4

Television.. cinema, the press, and tourism, despite rigid state contro~ helped end the news

isolation imposed on Spain since 1939, and democracy wu beginning to no longer be equated

with civil war and oonununism.

The years between 1956-61 saw the intensification of this confrontation between

representatives of a bberal and pluralist opposition and the Franco regime. It a1so marked the

start ofthe tremendously rapid rate of Spain in becoming a culture ofcommodity which wu

very ditferent than in Europe. It wu disseminated tbrough television.. popular music, and film,

and in a very short period Spain had passed nom heing a country with high leveis offimctional

ilIiteracy to becoming a society oftelevision saturation without having undergone intermediate

stages of cultural development. Despite the rigid control over information sources, television

became awindow onto the wodd, that indirealy helped:

...to break the stranglehold ofthe adtural and informational 'autarky' enforœd
by the regîme. SimiIarIy, the youth culture ofthe 1960s had a startHng impact
on the rigid social world ofFranco's Spain., where enthusiasm for the Beatles or
Bob Dylan., or emerging Spanîsh protest singers. represented a more overt
political statement than in demo<:ratic societies.~

1962-69 saw rapid economic growth aœompanied by a wealœning political sector,

creating a tùgh social cost ofthe economic boom disproportionally paid for by the poo~ and

a Jack of fteedom wbich seriously impaired the quality of Hfe. During the 196Os, Spain was

quicldy developing into a consumer society.6 Despite rigid poHtical contro~ television and

music became a genuine opening onto the world outside Spain., indirectly panicipating in the

breaking of the control of the regime over cultural and infonnational sources. Foreign music,

and Spanish protest singers represented a more overt political statement than in democratic

societies. Books and fi1ms were even more in cont1ict with the regime wbich revealed the

regime's programme ofope11Urismo (liberalization) as a sham.

4 In 1970, 17%ofthe P'4"'1arionwœ pra1ic:ingC81~ wbiIe in 1991 Ibis numberbad tàIIcD tG 4 ,.... Rosa
Montao; 316.
S de Riqucr: 265.
6 By 197470%ofbomesbad ateIc:rision, 8.5%....a~hinc aDd fiidIc. Carownenbip IQCmm
500,000 (onefor 55 peuple) in 1960 to CMt 3,300.000 (one forMIY aine) in 1974. de Riqucr: 265.
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1969-75 saw the regime coUapsing under its own contradictio~ triggered by an

economic crisis bath national1y and intemational1y. Under threat, the regime revel1ed to hard­

line repressioD, but couId DOt reverse the progress made by opposition towards political and

cultural treedom that had aIready begun in the course ofthe 19605.

Franco's repressiOD wu starting to he revealed and cballenged as the states of

emergency ofJanuary 1969, and Deœmber 1970 prove. Other examples of the general unrest

in the country include the serious simmering political and cultural unrest in the Basque country

and Catalunia born of nationalist grievances, the violent police action against the emergent

labour movement, and the student movement in 1966-7 with its subsequent ideological

radicalimtion in the wake of May 1968. These ail indicate an opposition to the regime wbich

had progressively begun losing ils previous prestige and domination in the eyes of the cbildren

ofthe post-war bourgeoisie. This generation contnbuted greatly to the changes Spain wu to

go through in the foUowing decad~ but at tilDes, it can he argued tbat they tended to

exaggerate the possibility of refOnD, and their vision of the end of Francoism, an illusion tbat

paralleled the beliefs of 1931 in relation to the monarchy tbat the masses could provoke the

didatorsbip'5 coUapse. Tbeir weakness lay in internai divisions brought about by the antî­

communism orthe moderate sectors and the absence ofa sbared alternative programme.7

The 19705 were also marked by the ad hoc and dependent character of its economic

growth wbich rendered the eftèc:ts ofthe wodd economic crisis of 1974 particularly severe in

Spain.' Foreign investment feU and emigrants retumed once they were laid oft" abroad, while

damage to the environment sbarply rose and the deficit grew.

The superficial and acœlerated cultural integration of much of the population al tbis

tilDe was marked by aprofound ignorance of Spaniards regarding the origins ofthe country's

cultural and linguistic diversity, an absence ofagenuine democratic tradition ofàtizensbip, and

a reIiaDœ on an overly strong state.

1 As Borjade Riquer1PemmIyerpoinIcd out in "SodaI and Fœnomic Change inaCIimate ofPolitiall
IlIIIJIOIMlism". 268: ~As daeoonfIim gn:wandsprad1ùIthcr~ FnmmiAD seemed 10 tbe dornjœot social
SCCIOlIIO be Iosing ils l1IOlSt cbarIcIcristiçaadamiDciDgblurcs: itsaIPdY tg.....SDdalonIeraod
...PJ"it;iœ' cœIlOl. On the œaIr8Iy, tbeœ was a lJOWinI sense tbat il~ thedidatorialll8lUl'eorthe
FIIIICO ft:IÎIIJe i1Id( ils toIal innncD1jsm, which~ the social cootJicIs lIIlpotiticizallban fiutbetby
deoying IhcmaJepl~.
Br........ radal22% in lm,. IJI'CII\*Jymenl was the bigbest in Eumpe al 21% in 1982. de Riquer: 270.
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To understand the change in Spain during the 1970s, the years of transition ftom

Franoo to democracy, we must understand the slow painstaking conquest ofdemocratic spaœ

over the long years of dictatorship. The long search for a space in which individual fteedom

could he reclaimed, beyond the regime's reach was a kind ofethical necessity by the 1970s for

ail those whose critical consciousness distanœd them ftom the ruIing order.9 As Elias Diaz put

it: lO'Francoism, precisely beœuse of its stu1titYing cultural and poütical dogmatism, sharpened

the critical edge of new, emergent currents of thought and generated signifiœtt cultural and

political foons ofresistance among writers,~ phllosophers, and scientists."lO

The 19705 were marked by a poHticization, not ooly in S~ but in the rest of the

world. Politicization also appeared in the arts, and in Spain it adminated in the 1977 Venice

Biennale's central pavilion being entirely dedieated to Spain. It wu called Spain. Anime

Avant-garde andSocial Rea/ity, and was auated by Valeriano Bozal, a theorist for the Equipo

Crénica and member of the Communist party. The artists represented there clearly

demonsttated that Spanish art ofthe 19705 was fighting new political battles tbat diftèred from

those of 1936. What W8S generalIy apparent at this extnbition was a suppression of former

daims for a social or political compromise of art founded on Social ReaIism, as practiced by

Estampa Populor whose work will he discussed in cbapter one. Their poütical motivation was

comparable to that of the newer anists represented at the Veniœ Biennale, but tbeir artistic

progranune wu general1y felt to he too limited. Estampa Populor's topical themes of class

struggle often associated with Social ReaIism were DOW being replaced by other thematic

e1ements. However, the general bias ofSocial Realism against Abstraction and Modemism wu

maintained by the new artists. Wbat was emphasiœd wu an interest in linguistic arguments and

socioIogical IimitatiODS. The circulation of signs in society, the rise in publicity~ mass

9 As Helen GraImn and10 Lab8nyi lUil in~Deldali5ID,Mas CUlture, and Consumerism 1960-75".
275: 1'he fimdamenlal sbift in coIIecIftoe idcnIities tbat lOOk plageduring this paiod lep'eICIIIS a kindof
~nonœlRaâont t in that the naIÏOIIIl onœ lIIOœbmma inIcpnbIc fiom the intCl'l'l&bJDaI It Iqllacntsa
~lIOfIDIIljlJltjon t aIso in the sense tbat the periodsees the CiDClgea;:eofaDCW civil society; butilmustbe
n:mc..mal tballbis was SIiIl..aIiag UDdcrtbc ~abnormalt ciraunIfanoesœeubcmd8nc1cBinily, with
pcriodsœrctum·particuIarly in tbeœPœts"yean ·10 bIRI-line ac:pac:aâuIL ne rapid e&D1OIDÎC dtanp al
Ibis âmeaIso........1IIBfteeubœd sodaldisItx:IâJD in tbc.-..:ola ~JIOIIDIlizingt modI> lIiwinn •

lIIfIiœIadY in abc i..'*=ID!:land 0\'CI!aS mignDJn UDdcrpiDningdieeœaomic ~miaI:Ie' Corwbidllhe nual aod
......pmIcIariIt pUd10 heaWy. Thiscfskafion wouIdin il~ howewr, QOIIIdUe10 Spùn'sadtlU'al
apeI1IIIYlor1IJeralizMjontt.
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media, and consumption, were the new fows of artists to the point that as Carlos funénez

commented: "An old guard Marxist-Leninist couId bave aœused them of supplanting the

forma1ism impIicit in abstract art for a linguistic formalism ,,11 This paper will argue that it is

precisely this 'IiDg1Ùstic forma1ism' that made it possible ta approach avant-sarde intentiODS.

The re-introduction ofthe figure ioto art, the choice oftbemes made available to artists, and the

criticality that can arise ftom juxtaposing symbolical1y cbarged images appropriated ftom mass

culture, otrered artists a way to achieve critical positions vis-a-VÎs their role as artists and

society. The 'linguistic formalism' was oot aiming to continue the Modemist distancing ofbigh

art from low, but rather to blur the distinctions between the two sociaIly constIUeted spheres, in

such a way cbaIIenging the traditional positioning of art and artists within capitalist society.

Such artistic intentions, which 1will argue are avant-garde, are relevant to Spanîsh artists today,

as the foUowing discussion ofthe 1980s will demonstrate.

The term desencanto, or disenchantment, bas been used repeatedly to desaibe the

19805 in Spain. [t is linked ta notions that the long-awaited for end to Franco and the

introduction of demoaacy to Spain would dramatical1y change the country. But the

disilIusionment of such a possibility became ail too apparent despite the fKt that the foreign

view wu that Spain without Franco had entered ioto a new Renaissance, an optimism that wu

oot shared by many Spanîsh a.dtural critics who questioned the positive interchange between

culturallife and po1itica1 changes. Some argued that new problems existed with the introduction

ofdemocracy like wbat can be seen as the nepotism of the previous Sœialist-Ied govemment,

the extreme artistic ignorance of the pubüc powers that stress quantity over quaIity, the

deceiving anxiety of fteedom, and the popularization controDed by poHticians 10 tùrther their

chances ofwinning in the next e1ectio~ etc.

Ironical1y, views on Spain's cu1ture was one ofFranoo's areas ofstate control, wbeœby

art was used in international shows to parade abroad a liberalization that was never happening

for real in Spain. The presence and success of such artists Iike AntolÙ Tàpies - the most

intemationaly recognized - attests to thîs. Now, it CID be argued, tbat go~emment raies in the

pmmotiœ ofthe culture indusUy is sïmiIar. The newer promotion ofSpanïsh art as a vebide to

10 EliaDiaz. "TheLcft and die~ofFmnœism· PoID:al CuItuœiD0&+&1. and Transition"~ in
Graham and I.aœnyi, ods.: 285.
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demonstrate the modemity ofSpain in the 19805 focused on the younger generation ofartists,

thus underIining the dynamism of Spain (bath cultural and eoonomic) wbich overstated the

isolation of the FI'8DCO ~ leaving older artists feeling Iike they were being described as

ignorant, backward, and UDSOphistieated. It produced the etlèct that the suœess of artists is

measured by their international recognitio~ and the govemment po6cy to negotiate between

regional and intemationalist culture is the policy of cultural export which retums the image of

Spain ta the Spanîards themselves.

The case of Spain oftèrs an exceUent example of issues of cultural exportation,

especiaIly wben centered around an administration that may lead ta a suppression of regional

cultures. These include the foUowing factors that al tintes may overlap: issues of differenœ,

similitude, intanationalism, homogeneity, and novelty. Sînce the second haIf of thi5 centwy

Spanish artists have enjoyed suœess abroad with the encouragement of Spanîsh governmental

departments, higblighting the issues SUITOUJlding culture, especiaI1y sinœ the 19705. The

rhetorics of the avant-gante, regionalism and internationalism acted as the medium of such

translations between the national and international, and they govemed what wu poSSlble to say

about adture while smoothing the passage tram one culture to another. The way contemporary

art i5 spoken ofis a crucial filetor in what a country becomes for a foreign audience. In cultural

expert, the translation is done for the benefit of the foreign audience, but aIso it retums to the

country of origin, and is oftèred to the domestic audience as its own seJf..image. The artists

sucœss is thus measured by his or ber recognition abroad. A oonunent made by Mercedes Lazo

in 1981 on Equipo CréDica otfers a sense ofhow Spanîsh an is validated througb international

recognition. She MOte:

Equipa Cronica figura con sus obras en los mis importantes museos dei
mundo. Y con eUas pervivirâ. El lite siempre vence a la muerte... Con sus
obras que han suscitado polémic:as Yatraido el interés de relevantes criticos y
especiaIistas de rango internacional, el Equipo CrOniœ esta en primera Iinéa de
la pl8stiœ espafiola.12

The problem with ditrerence tbat arises with a govemment programme of cultural

exportation, is evident wben one considers that Spain bas been and is still often cbaracterized as

11 Carlos Jim6Icz, "TbeDn:am.r6. ~ImafalC.......,jpn'".~ DO. 79 <Summer 1991): 35.
12 Mcrœdcs Lazo. "La ubima c:maicadei CII(UÏp)". Ctllllbio 16t 110. S2 (Nov. 1913): 163.
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radically ditrerent from the rest ofEW'OpeaIl culture. Geographical historical and psychological

clichés are used to prove that Spain is exotic, mysterious, and mystical. This rhetoric defines

bath the audience and the object oftheir attention. Thus, ifSpain is anti-rational, non-Spanïards

are rational; ifSpain is sensuaI, others are restrained; ifSpain is vibrant, then non-Spain is staid,

etc. Art tbat is exhibited abroad is often tied to these generalizatiODS of Spanish national

charader and ftequently rooted historically through leferellce8 to Spain's history and

geography. Contemporary artists are repeated1y Iinked to Goya. Velizquez and El Greco, and

spoken in tenns highly reminiscent ofRomanticism which aIso viewed Spain as a tempestuous

sensual 'other', and thus the retum to the "sheer pleasure of painting" revived in the Neo­

Expressionism of the 19805 is not surprising. Wlthin this construct of diftèrence, Spain is

repeatedly deûned according to the foreign audience's own needs, and even though the Spanish

criticize the image oftheir country as a nation ofmatadors, flamenco daDcers, and gypsi~ they

ta this day often have it retumed to them as a sign oftheir internatioœl sucœss.

The problem with similitude aIso arises with cultural exponation, because the diffelenœ

cloaking Spain's art must not become radically threatening. A cultural universalism smoothes

over ditrerenœ and is more appeaIing to the foreigner because it is more comfonable to bave a

self image based on a version of the audience's o~ eftèc:tively a variant of a parent culture.

Forexample, an American critic wrote on Spanïsh expressionist art ofthe 19805: "It is odd, yet

plessing how much ofthe heritage ofthe New York School is DOW comiDg back to our shores

digested, changed and made into something diftèrent by the Spanish boom.,,13 The hegemony

ofthe world order is preserved as Spain is described tàvourably by its parent culture.

Intemationalism whereby the international parent culture becomes the defining signifier

is another problem with cultural exportation. The end ofFranco, ironical1y, mesns tbat Spain is

seen as regaining its identity by reneging il in favour of an intemationalism Iaced with exotic

ditferenœ tbat is promoted by the demands ofart dealers. In an increasingly globalized world

contemporary Spanîsh paiDtel'St like~ bave littIe choiœ but to become itinerant painters,

setting up shop in whatever city their next ednbition is scbeduIed for.

13 ChrisMcAuIifIè, '1"........«GIœs? The CaleœODempcnry Art FIOID SpûIl".Art Tatt 110. 36 (May
1990):98.
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The rhetoric around ÏDtanationalism is aecompanied by that of homogeneity. The

contimJed projection ofone Spain faiIs to display the internai divisions within the countTy, and

loses its indigenous context thereby maintaining the best ofboth wodds.

Notions of novelty, vitaIîty, youth, which resuIts in the concentration on certain

generations, media and styles, like expressionistic figures and brusb. the empbasis on lyrical

abstraction, a style wbich appeals to a notion of tradition (figurative legacy of Spanish

NaturaIism), regional temperament (the Mediterranean colour and hedonism), the role ofart as

a visual pleasure (a reaction to boredom ofminimal and conceptual). Such a rhetoric builds on

the depoliticization ofart post-Franco in a way tbat appeals to intanational tastes and fits into

the order ofglobalization.

AIl ofthese fàctors particlpate in Spain's broadcast ofitselfto the world wbich is then

retumed as its self-image. It is a combination of slanted readings of historical circumstanœs,

govemment policy, institutional change, and rbetorical formulas. The case of Spain's culture

industry, offin an example of how we need to look at the rbetorical devices that propel

translations of art across cultures, the ways in wbich bath international and domestic

requirements colour the translatio~ and how ail ofthese rebound on the sowœ culture.

Thcse factors in the formation ofnational and international identity involved in cultural

exportation aIso played a part in art bistory and Spain's inclusion in it. Lamentably, the genera1

and ftequent bias within the discipline bas meant Spain is often seen as producing derivative and

outdated versions of European, and more recentIy American, movements. The discipline bas

traditionally criticimi Spanish art for being anti-classicist, thus relepting it to the exotic other

ofEurope. This exoticization goes back to the Romantic fàscination with Spanïsh paradoxes of

the grotesque and sublime. reaIity and fimtasy, naturaIism and idealism, piety and satire, ail the

wbile overlooking the tàct that Spain's po6tical and cu1L;nl situation progressed diftèrently

than the rest ofEurope.

Furtbermore, the promiDent role of the censors during Spain's modemization needs to

he taken into aœount wben examining its art. InS~œnsorsbip involved the manipulation of

coUectîve memory~ and the generation orthe 1950's bad to deaI with it most.1
4 The end of the

14 HelenGrabam lIIdJo LaIIInJi cIescribcd this SÎIUIItiOIl iD die tbIIowiDg "WlitasandanisIs lapMœt to
œItural "'"Sffice'ion by iDcoI....i......œIIural forms dm Iheirwork, in lœIIYClICS'" simgltallClJlllSly
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Franco regime bas meant tbat those who defined themselves as anti..establishment no longer

knew what to define themselves agaïnst. They were then obliged to operate in freedom and not

in the comfort ofanti-regime positio~ and cultural independenœ bas aIlowed sorne writers to

creste new 6terary seDSlbilities.

The regime bad absolute control over news and information agencies, mairttaining a

tight stranglehold over state press, radio networks, on public knowledge and perceptions of

national and international reaIïty. It manipulated historical tnrth by choosing what was ta he

excl~ and how it treated what was ta be iŒluded. One constant theme of its international

coverage W8S anti-conununism which was used to remind audiences who they bad ta tbank for

the peace and tranquilIity in which the)' lived while foreign contemporaries alIegedIy suffered ail

manner of deprivations (1ike the wars in Korea and Vi~ or starvation in China). The

control of the censors was 50 tàr reacbing in manipulating the public conscious tbat in times of

aisis, Franco would not be shown to enhanœ the association between Franco and prosperity in

the popular minci.

The eensors also interfered in the trivia ofeveryday life to the point of absurdity. For

instance.. in the 19408 'Russian saIad' wu renamed 'imperial' or 'national saIad' on restaurant

menus, and Fosforera General Espanola wu fined for a design tbat appeared on their

matchboxes in 1972, wbich upside down could he read as a woman masturbating.15 These are

but two examples that show the regime saw aD foons of soàal communication as a text. The

need for control avec everything even extended ioto language which manifested itself in

examples like the renaming of hotels, and an insistenœ that tombstones with inscriptions in

Basque had to be replaœd by the deceased tàmily. The compulsoty dubbing of foreign films

faciIitated censorship tbrough mistranslation, while Spanish film scripts bad ta be submitted for

approval.

for a la...œœIturalallulion aaxssibIe ooIy10 anedllcaled 1DÎIIOI'Ùy.~ this ......olallusion
COIISIrUCICd thepublic as an..&1M:lyenppJ iD the pnxb:tion oCmeaniO& eDa1UI8IiDI the dlMlqIlllCIli
œim'TCllldeld, aiâcal Ibmng l'bemlcofopposition adtuœ in this pcriod..vital fotplVÏDg tbc way to tbe
tnuJSilioo 10cIcaœaaq, brCIIXJUIIIÏIII pJnm1iRn and cIdJ8Ie. aodby g ..necriDl tœpIaCIIlllOtoaIywith the
IIICIIIOIYfipnMous (IIOIIaIÏc inIeIfecbJaI and 8IIiâ: IJWIitjoosbutaIso with dJeirQ)illelllPJlllY,
b"'lIIIItMPJ*"Ï81 CuIIuIc· in IbisbmorœIIa:Ihe IIICIIIOIY, • bodlpopuIar lId inf.cIIec:hIIIlcYeIs -~
abus œnttal to theCOIIIIrUCIionarille fiduœ.,. GalIwn and~ eds.: 258.
15 10~ "CcnDsbipoCtbc FcarorM8CuIIIR", inGrabImaad LaIImyi. cds.: 207.
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Censorsbip W8S IlOt limited to protecting the stat~ but aIso sought to curtaiI offenses to

Catholic do~ morality, the Churcb, the regime and its assocïates. This was particularly

manifested in film, which by 1941 bad created a bacldog of6,000 fiIms. 16 Sometimes, books

and films were authorized for expert ooly, and trom the late 19505 double versions were

produced for home and overseas.11

The chief target of the censors was the press, and ail reports bad ta he approved in

advance. Lists of banned topics were distributed, and sports coverage without exacerbating

regional passions was encouraged. mustrators were employed for tooch ups, Iike filIing in

cIeavages or to lower hem-lines. AIll.decadent' or so-caUed black music, Iike jazz was banned,

though Afro-Cuban dance and song was aIlowed on the groUDds tbat it formed part of the

Hispanic imperial tradition. Books and comics were banned in minority languages unless they

had religious overtones. Children's literature wu censored by a special office UDder Church

control; in the Iate 1940s Little Red Riding Hood became Little Blue Riding Hcod. Books in

unusual fomgn languages were un-translated because no œnsor couId read them.

In the 196Os, intel1ectua1s petitioned the govemment to relax censorship, and the

Minister ofInformation and Tourism (MIT) in 1962 began a cautious liberalization contraeting

the US ad agency McCarm Erickson to improve Spain's image. Marxist texts were authorized

in expensive editions if they did not mention Spain. the Cuban Revolution, or May 1968.

Translations ioto minority languages were aIso increasingly allowed. Anything could be

publisbed, but it had to be deposited with the MIT, which could then order confisartion or

prosecution.

In regards 10 the relationsbip between art and eensonhip, Vittoria Combalia descnbed

the current situation as IlOt much diffisenl ftom 1939. Forty years of censorsbip even if no

longer œntroUecl by the state remains in the system of acceptance establisbed in gaIIeri~

DlJse.... critics, etc. Sile daims it is a kiDd ofse1fimposed ceosorsbip that is cum:nt in aImost

ail adtural aetivities in Spain.N~ the ofticill culture bas taken on the task of sbowing

certain artists who CID give an image of modemity that parallels the international sœne. It

attempts to oftèran image ofeconomic strength tbat bas raised Spain ta the level of. society of

ICi Ibid. 209.
11 Ibid. 209.

12



•

•

consumption. lsolationism had many facets, including very littIe excbange witb foreigrt artists,

inacœssability of Spanisb and foreip speciaIized magazines, and insufticient resources for the

study, practi~ and enjoyment of art. Tbere was a general Jack of official institutions tbat

advanced capitalist countries had to support the arts, presupposing an inclusion of the avant­

garde ioto the commercial system, wbile ensuring democracy.

William Dyckes maintains that the impact ofthe censors on art wu negligible as long as

art remained abstracl l8 Wrth the return to figuration in the 1~ the censors became active

once more by closing certain exlubitions and causing legal troubles for artists, especiaIIy those

that angered the army. In cases where the offense was too vague, rigbt-wing groups responded

by vandalizing gaIIeries and bookstores, wbile the po6œ offered little resïstance. Such actions

by the censors demoostrate that there is a critical aspect in the art abject because it bas the

power to provoke a response in the social. On top of the obvious resuIt of provoking the

censors, Jo Labanyi desaibes the case of censorsbip in Spain as baving been oounter..

productive to the goals orthe State that had implemented it. She writes:

Writers and film-makers resoned to realism to replace a shackled press, but
censorship also encouraged indirect statement (trony, symbolism visual
metaphor, the use of aeton known for their mies in otlicially approved
movies). Censorsbip was counter-produetive in tbat il produœd a hyper­
politiàzation of adture, with censors, artists, and public keen to read the
po6tic:al ioto everytbing; but the recourse to techniques of allusion restrieted
appeal to a minority public. It is easy to dismiss the censors as stupid, but their
tolerance ofbigb art-fonns suggests they knew wbat they were doing. It was
DOt tiIl the 1960s that inteIlectuais started to realize wbat the censors had
always known: tbat elite culture is, sadIy, IlOt a poIitical tbreat. If the œnsors
distrusted mass culture, it was because they appreciated its imponanee.19

The llOne-threatening sphere of art in Spain opened a spaœ for criticality wben it

appropriated elements ofmus c:uIture, and it will be demonstrated in chapter two bow Equipe>

Cronica approached such aiticality by exploring notions arouud avant-garde especiaIly in its

attempt to disrupt the inert mie ofart vis-a-vis society produœd within acapitaIist system.

On the direct impact of censonbip on the production and aetMty of the Equipo

Cr6ni~ Gérald Gassiot-Taiabot desaibes bow they worked clandestiDely and were sbown

11 William~ ContemportllySponishArt (NewYork: TheArt~~ 1975): 6.

19 10~ "CcnasbiportbcF.œM&CUlture": 214.
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more abroad. Nationally they often sbowed their works where the censors would DOt find them

like in schools or non-art reIated places, confimüng the primacy and scandalous power of their

images. Funhermore, they often worked in a sma8 format which aIlowed for easy and quiclc

transport to avoid the persecution ofthe censors. Hence, even though Equipo Cronica's main

priority was IlOt to simply provoke the censors, but rather critique the state and the re1ationsbip

ofart to an increasingly capitalist society, they like many others were aIso at times aftècted by

the weigbt ofcensorsbip. Gassiot-Taiabot explains the problems they bad with El Novia de la

Muerte as an exampleof~ and wrote:

Cette toile, d'ailleurs, a eu un destin subversif évident puisqu'eUe a permis à
Cronica d'occuper quelques heures les locaux d'une section régionale de la
Phalange jusqu'à ce que les autorités s'aperçoivent de l'énonnité de ce qu'eUes
exposaient et chassent les peintres.20

Uorens also mentions how the censors affec:ted the art production ofEquipa Crônica.

For them it often meant exlubiting in clandestine spaces like brave gaIIeries, universities, private

associations, and regional salons. Also, their choice of smaI1er scale works aIlowing for quick

transport, diftèrentiated them ftom Ameriam Pop An wbicb tended to produce works created

for site specifie environments.21

Francisco Calvo Serraller is one ofthe recent art bistorians who is writing the history of

Spanîsh contemporary art. He summarized the history oftwentieth century Spanîsh art in light

ofthe fact that il bas been a paradox that no one bas discussed the Jack ofwriting on identity in

Spanîsh art when 50 many artists have contnbuted to the international art scene, especially al a

time when historical identities were an important theme or content of art. He argues that we

am speak ofa nationalist sentiment in Spanish art despite the difticulty oftradâng the constant

transfonnations in Spain. However, he aIso acknowledges tbat wc need to be caretùl ta avoid

creating a sense of a _". Spanish artistic identity. Sudt a position on the existence of

national cbarac:teristics for art risks submitting art ta a predetermined and simplistiç formula.

Nevertbeless, he argues, one constant ofSpanîsh artists this century bas been the tàct tbat they

bave moved between a unified and regiona1iml concept of Spain. The desire to experiment in

:zo CicraldCia&liot.T~ "Lepouvoirde l'imqc:~ CicDIMs. GmupeCronica". OpfIslntemational, 110. IS
(Do;. 1969): 33•
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art ftom within the country, and not Paris, was seen (with groups like El Paso, /Jau al Set, the

Altamira artists, etc. in the 19505), but these manifestations bave not yet been fuIIy explored

due to a generallack of infonnatioD, and the isolation Spain bas been submitted to for most of

this century.22

The position that Spain, as a subject of its ~ bas been a common theme in the

production of ils contemporary art. Beginning with the Generaàon de 1898 artists, an

intellectual programme centered on the destiny ofSpain and its pltitica1 regeneration via cu1ture

bas been constant. With the d~isolation ofSpain that began in the 19S0~ came a new desire to

recuperate tbis memory and spirit ofthe Spanish avant-garde. The idea of Spanîsbness aIready

existed in the nineteenth century and wu cloaked in notions ofits love ofreaIism mixed with an

unrestrained Christian idealism. In the twentieth century, the Most dynamic Spanïsb cultural

production operated in the margins because of its frequent opposition ta Franco. Beginning in

the 19505, artists joined international trends, and it is still important to conneâ them to their

specifie bistorica1 situations. For instanœ. the Infonnalists were wide1y recognized abroad for

being more cosmopolitan, an image the Franco regime encouraged in arder to improve the

international view of its actions, but these artists still maintained concems pertinent to Spain. In

bis autobiograpby, Antoni Tàpies, the leading figure of the Informalists who worked in the

19S0~ described bow the lime ofapertura wu a tinte ofgreat stimulation for artists because of

the new contact with foreign tendencies, but it was aIso an opportunity for Spanish artists to

explore the issues of memory and national identity ret1ected in the intentions of their art

production. Now that the apeI1Ura of Spain is campi. and it partakes in the increasingIy

gloha1iz«f multinational wodd order, the issues of memory and national identity are still

relevant today.~ more importantly, looldng back at the production of art at a time of

political urgençy for art in the lite 1960s and early 19705, particularly tbat produœd by Equipa

Cronîca, with their focused attention on issues of the avant-garde intentions to critique and

participate in social change, can contribute to contemporary debates on the same issues of

:u Tomàs~~Equipo CIâaiaL La didBDljarion deladi........·lIIICcIaDaIdIe .ioIique". Opus
/ntemtlliOlltll, DO. 50 (May 1974): 80.
n Franàsœ Calvo SCnaIer, DeljiIIrIro DlptISlIdo.v~y II'rIdicidn en elaIW apahJlCOIIIe"'J'Ol'Ô'leO

(Màid: AIiaDmFAIiIoria, 1988).
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identity. The question ofidentity today continues to mave between the local and the global, and

the urgency ofaddressing it is no less.

Spain is presently in a veritable state of ftenzy of rewperation, and contemporary art

studies are still at an inventorying stage, but for the tint time wark cao be done without

restrictions. The question, however, remains: cao Spain be anything other than an irreduàble

'other' crested by those who distinguish tbemselves agaimt it with barror or complaœncy? If

changes are ta be made in the art industry ofSpain, they bave ta come ftom within the country~

and it would need to be something new. It cannot replieate the agenda of Eugenio D'Ors, a

Minister afCuIture under the Franco regime who made attempts at modemizing the Academy.

Often these attempts ta normalize relations with the foreign world signi6ed obtaining

information tbat was systematiady taken by the censors in Spain. Nevertheless, Spanïsh artists

acbieved spectaadar sucœsses in international biemales and exhibitions but the fact that they

existed within channe1s of the Franco regime created uncomfortable paradoxes. Artists during

the 19505 asked themselves whether or DOt they should go into exilt\ and ifsa then who would

be producing critical art in Spain? Historic:ally, the Spanïsh avant-garde left Spain, like Picasso,

DaIi, MirO, Juan Gris to name but a few of the most recognized. The later generation ta be

recognized intemationally (where they were often applauded for representing the oppressed

Spain) worked in Spain. During tbese years il wu often the Franco regime that became

embarrassed, beawse it wu forœd to borrow the image of the avant-garde ofthe 19505. The

greatest aœomplishment of these artist was tbat they were the first examples since the Civil

War of an artistic syntbesis between national identity and the cosmopolitan and international

forms ofexpression.23

23 Oflbis. Boza1 andLIoœns \\'lOfe in the iDIJodIx:tioD 10 tbcaalopc for tbc exbibitionentided: Espaila.
Vanpardia 0I'tù1icay rra/fdad!iOCial: 1936-1976:.,..el final de ladecadaapua:io mm tendeocia
aniSfaleque emnan:o la Iabory la invesIipdM artisIiœ CIlel <XJIIIl:XID de grupoI rorn.Iosa~
abaIedotde fiIœDfias 0 posIuraI adisIi:as YœIluraIesammes El Pamesel ....œaockIo de esIOS grupJS.
8epn..vision lDeIIIIIeIIIeatilista. esc:iIado a lIIenuoo aJIIIO el mcjotejeaupu de la ~iDInDIœon' dei
~infbmwtigm' - CIl EspD, exchrida. cIaIO esta, CaIaIuiia-. Ala Iuzde laapeci6çjded dei aJIIfexIO eIIJUIOI,
esta vision sc lIIIII:I!iba....ore pnJpiciaa laœofil5icJn La laID"malizada potMiDIœsYSaluaduIanIeeste
~ porejclllpJO, aunca podriascrœmplaldidasin baœr ldi:aeuciaa .......iasdiIcuIicJnes, babidasen
losDdios iDfdcc2'1IJes fIJIII"6«*:'deClIC lJI!OIIICI1IQabaIedordedos..principlla. a) d lJamaIo ~pmbIeoa

deEspIiia•• quea..,ezo a lerGbjetode..amaprindpio ciel deœaio de 1950 camo raublMlo de..n:vision
Y"n:imapœlaCiollpoIemica de la GeneIatioociel9&. Yb) el (IRticaa fiIodIaI de IMIIiœsCliaBde la
lb:rBl indMdœ1 (1Iml quedrbe1ern:tacmwto ranncn IR la la.1urae",exiwnçjpljslas). Todoclio
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The tenn Informalism is a b1anket tam given to Spanish abstract expressionism that

dominated the 19505 and reœived significant international recognition. Its representatives

include such groups as [)au al Sel in Barcelona, ElPaso in Madrid, and other artists associated

with the Scbool of AItannira. In many ways they &ad to overcome simiIar problems wbidt

incIuded laws that prohibited the formation oforganimions thus maIdng it difficult for them to

exlubit under a collective name and distribute pamphlets as a way of promotion. It was a time

of general public fear and prejudice that equated their avant-garde attempts at exploring the

materials of art thus challenging notions of high art in Spain, with Communism. Such an

equation with Communism wu also experienœd in the United States. but in Spain it was more

pronounœd. Despite these obstacles, or perhaps even because of~ Spanish Infonna6st

artists reœived international acclaim that led to what William Dyckes calIed a "Spanish boom"

ftom 1959-1962.24 This entailed popular exhabitions in Paris, London, Tokyo, New York (at

the MOMA and the Guggenheim), and in nearly every major city in EuroPe and South

America. Prizes were aIso awarded in recognition ofthese Spanish artists, most notably: Jorge

de Oteiza won Grand Prize for saalpture at the Sic Paulo Biennale in 1957, the same prize

went to Eduardo Chillida in the Veniœ Biennale in 1958, and in the same year Antoni Tàpies

won both the UNESCO and David Bright Foundation awards.25 Recause these artists were late

comers to international abstraet expressionism they were often seen as second or third

generation artists of the style representing an exotie and derivative regional movement, thus

having tbeir coDtributions overlooked or misinterpreted.

The art production and career ofAntoni Tàpies best exemplifies the kind Informalism

tbat would be rejected by Spanish artists seeking a new critica1 art in the 1960s. He abandoned

law school in 1946 to devote bimseIf to bis art and cotbunded the 8I'OUP Dau al Set the sante

year. In 1950 he studied in Paris with a French govemment grant and traveled ta Belp and

the Netberlaods the tbUowing year.26 His early works involved an iDterest in heavy imputo and

incorporation of ail sorts of materiaIs lite marble powder added to oil pigments aud later

campœodido y experillJCllllhMlo"el senadeiœaIeXtO socialpmcanIo par ladic'w"nL" QuoIcd in SenaDer:
113·114.
14Dydœs:6.
25Jbid.
261biclll.
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powdered pigments to latex. In general, bis works exlubited simplicity, monumenta1ity and a

focus on the nature ofmaterials and textures. The tactiIity and relie&Hke quaIity ofhis canvases

were described by Roland Pemose as upaintings for the blind,,27 that contnbuted to the anti­

aestbetic spirit ofhis works. Ofbis anistic intentions Tàpies wrote:

My aim is to remind men of wbat they reaIly are. to give them a topie for
medîtation, ta provoke a shock that will help them to get away from fàIse
values, to rediscover themseIves and to reacquire consciousness of their own
value. In arder to attain this goal 1 try to overcome our material and spiritual
dependenœ on tedmology. In my work 1 try to overcome this state of
alienation, using evayday objeds that should bring bim ioto contact with deep
problems of our existence - 1 try to he as sugestive as poSSIble in order to
obtain this contact. Instead of preacbing humility, 1 would much rather
demonstrate it. For~ if1speak oflooelinm 1would take grains ofsand
and let them discuss Man's 10neliness.2I

By the 1~ such a persona1ized anistie programme wu no longer deemed uselùl in

Iigbt ofunchanging social conditions controlling the relationsbip ofart to society, especiaDy in

the context of Spain wbere the sense of political urgency to artists was 50 prevalent. The

original avant-garde intentions ofSpanish artists ofTàpies' generation were sem to have fàiled

in impacting the political or social situation ofthe country.

Demoaacy in Spain bas been aœompanied by a revitalization ofcultural aâivity that

bas developed al a ditferellt pace than the rest ofEurope. The drawbacks ofisolation have been

experi~ and to counter the negativity ofsuch a situation, the Ministry ofCulture (created

in (977), particularly after the Socïalists came to power in 1982, promoted the arts bath

through state support and by encouraging private sponsorsbip for an-related areas that were

encouraged tbrough signific:ant tax incentives. This embraàng ofthe arts led to the creation in

1982 br the Ministry of Culture the ARCa (Ane Contemporineo) project which is a

govemment-sponsored armual art tiir in Madrid and the Fundaci6n ARCO. The intention of

such a project wu to build up a coUection ofworld-wide contemporary art, and to organize

edueational events and oftèr consultation on prospective purcbases. The sponsorsbip of the

banks to the arts. Iike la Caim in CataJunja aa:ompanied tbis development ofa culture industry

that gave support to public iostaIJations, tbe fine ans. tbeatre, music, ou.salms, and

n Did. 12.
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architecture. This programme received much international press and led to the organization of

severallarge exhibitions on Spanish art.

The autonomous regions aise participated in this boom in the arts and the resuIt was the

opening of new or impressively retùrbisbed art~ by local architects Iike Centro Reina

Sofia, in Madri~ the Instituto Valenciano de Arte Modemo (IVAM) in Valencia, the Cuartel

de Cannent contemporary art museum in a medieval Arab building in SeviIIa, the Atlantic

Centre of Modem Art in a converted colonial mansion in the Canary Islands, and the Tàpies

Foundation and the Centro de Arte de Santa MOnica in Barœlona. The reaIity of these new

cultural institutions is tbat they have been appearing across Spain, and have speot fortunes on

construction, but DOW find themselves priced out of the art market in which contemporary

Spanïsh art fetehes extravagantly high priees. The resuIt is that there is not enough available art

to fil1 them.

The priees of Spanish art have gone up considerably, and the gaIIery scene in Spain is

marked by an increase in roreip dealers, like the Marlborough GalIay in Salamanca, who are

looking to take advantage ofthe expanding market. Also, Spanish artists are weB represented

abroad: Galeria Joan Prats, a Barcelona gaIIery whieh aIso bas a space in Manhattan, and

Galerie Lelong in Paris and in Zurich wlûch foaas on Spanïsh art. The national tourist office bas

aIso participated in the promotion of Spanïsh contemporary an by sponsoring foreign

joumalists to report on the new Spain.

Between 1982-1986, cultural spending increased by 68010. 78% more fùnding wu

given to muBaID1S and KquisitiODS, and more formai bodies were estabIished within the

ministries ofadture and foreign aftàim to encourage and facilitate cultural imparts and exports.

Centralized govemment administrations orpnize exhibitions and exhibition spaces. pub6sh

catalogues, arrange junIœts for international writers and curatOI'St underwrite sbipping costs,

etc.

This excitement over the newly de-isolated and liberated Spain in the foreip view is

aIso evidcnt wben one considers the number of exhibitions tbat bave been devoted to new

Spanïsh artists, aud the special issues on Spanîsh art of severa! art pub6œtions, induding: An

Press in 1982, Cimaise in 1983, Flash An in 1988. Many articles on the art being produced in

3Jbid.
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the 'new' Spain are a1so abundant, and bear such titles as "Spain. Leaming to Absorb the

Shock of the New". "L'Espagne à la reconqûete d'elle-même". "The '80s: a Tumultuous

Decade". "Spanish Art: MaInourished but making wavs'. ''New Mirrors for a New Society:

Seven Artists in Post-franco Spain". aDd ''Post-Ft'IIKX) Cultural Offensive Puts Spanish Art on

the Map". Often, the Spanïsh and its regional govemments have encouraged sucb oudooks by

sponsoring writers. joumalists, and curators.

This led to an incredible rise in the consumption ofart with DO increase in the analysis.

research, eataloguing, archivai work and various other academic pursuîts. The generallack ofa

critical forum under Franco is partIy to blame, but the treatment of the Ministry ofCulture of

art like a natural resource or product meant to he promoted as an example ofhow Spain bas

modemized and shed its years ofisolation bas aIso contnbuted to this weak sense ofcriticism.

The promotion and sponsorsbip of culture bas been used by the democratic govemment of

Spain to prave to the world that it bas recovered economical1y and politic:ally after forly years

ofisolation, and its "official coming out party", as Emma Dent Coad put il, 1992 was the year

when Spain hosted the Olympics in Barcelona, the Expo in SeWIa, and Madrid wu designated

the "cultural capitar' for that year.

Such a promotion and sponsorsbip of the arts bas meant tbat fiinge anists and

movements bave been thrust directly into the mainstream, ereating an unbalanœd progression

ftom avant-garde marginaliDrion to mainstream popularization making it diftiaalt to know

where the avant-garde wu. The avant-garde as rebelJion against the establishment bas now

been put to the task of political propapnda tbat fosters an image of youth, energy, and

diversification ofa new demoaatic Spain. As Mar ViIIapesa wrote in 1989: 'ibis coUaboration

is the golden dream ofany dietatorship.n29

Juan Gracian sbares a simiIar view in regards to the autOllOmous govemment support

ofthe arts. ln 1989 he wrote in an article on the growth ofart galleries in AndaIusia:

...it is quite clear tbat the main concem is to imprint a politiœl stamp on a
building. No thousbt is given to creating an intelligent spaœ in SeviDe or
Granada wbere artistic events CID tlourisb. Wbat matters is ta appear intelligent
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by creating a centre that provides monumental evidenœ of the way politica1
developments are flourishing.30

Despite the increased exposure of Spanïsb art bath in and outside its borders, the

problem remains that art is still seen as an item of consumption and an eIitist activity that

fOQlses on short-term sain in investment on high-profile~ while littIe bas been investcd in

lower profile cultural activities or in long-tenu research and education. Furthennore.. the

tremendous cultural bombardment of~ television, Iiterature, nusic, and art into Spain, bas

oriented many Spanish artists towards producing media-oriented work. Prior to demoaacyy

many artists positioned themseIves in opposition ta Franco and bis regime that defined them as

avant-garde. Now tbat mercantile ideology invades everytbing including~ the only logical

plaœ for the avant-garde ta appear is in opposition to this.

Similarly to the Franco era. the democratic state and local govemments have been used

ta facilitate cultural production in Spain. The cost bas been the institutionalimion of cultural

experiment, incIuding wbat is round in the fiinge.

Perbaps what is most pertinent to contemporary Spain, is the sentiment ofcfesencanto,

ordi~ disappointment. It is a widely used tenn tbat denotes a general sense of

disappointment with the reaIity ofthe hberal democratic system in action. The bigh expectations

put on democracy, as the solution to ail national problems that 50 many W8Îted 50 long for,

resuIted in social disenftancbisement and long-term unanployment. Of course, this is not

particular to Spain, but as Helen Graham and Jo Labanyi states: '~the impact ofthis democratic

deficlt is potenbaJ1y even more damaging in a country wbere the social and cultural rooting of

democratic practice is itself reIativeIy reœnt.,,31 The cultural anxieties that have been

exacerbated by the erosion ofcoUective values and the development of market economics are

potentially more etamaging in Spain with its newer and more vulnerable civic culture.

Dan Camero~ a ftequent writer on Spanîsh art wrote in 1989:

...it is ewn more surprising to leam tbat a quarter centwy aller its formatio~

Equipa Crénica bas yet to reœive IllY o8ic:ial recognition beyond Europe. In
fact, the entire saga ofEquipa Cronica's caœer may eventuaIIy be seen as a

30 Ibid..
li GndIIInandLabm.yi. &kveklpl'C!"latisrn} MIE CuItuœ. andConsInerism 1960-7S-: 275.
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case study ofhow one country may bave gone too far in cleaning up its culture
for the sake ofintemational consumptiOn.32

The new tendencies towards a critical reaIism in the 1960s whicb collCUlTed with the

reœption ofPop Art in Spain. foDowed the glory days of Infonnalism and Abstraction of the

previous deatde wbich was generaIly felt to have reacbed a moment ofcrisis. Equipo Cronica

was grouped with an expressive reaIism that was rising in Valencia, and given the broad term of

CrOnica de la Rea/idod (Chroniclers of ReaIity)~ by Aguiler Cemî, a contemporary art critïc.

Such a term may be confùsing because ofthe diftèrent approadIes by diftèrent artists to aclUeve

the same goals, wbich were: to use figuration and elements of the language of the mass media

to objectively foaas on social phenomena thus ethicaIly engaging the artist in the signification of

these phenomena.

The art production ofJuan Genovés is an example ofthis kind ofsociaIly and ethicaDy

engaged art. He statcd that "the principal end ofArt is to give testimony of the epoch in which

the artist lives.»33 To produce this, bis sources were journalistic photographs of situations of

social~ Iike peneaated crowds or tighting figures, but it is impossible to situate the events

depieted and yet the desire to depid social injustice and persecution is undeniable. His

objectivity was tùrther attained by using the tintype of photography, maintaining its

monochromatic quality, which as a non-modem source suggests a distance in tinte as a way of

achieving objectivity. Furthennore, he often created a series ofthe same image repeated over

and over with a zooming in on a particular e1ement ofthe composition, Iike a faIIen figure in the

crowd.

The intentions ofEquipo CrollÎca to produœ a commentaIy on their time and place is

simiIar to Juan Genovés, though they achieved this in a dift"erent way. However, they shared

the urgency ofproducing an etbical1y engaged art. A publiàty poster signed by Rafàel Solbes,

ManuelV~ and 10an A Toledo (a member ofthe original srouP who Icft sbort1y aftcr its

inœption), outIined tbeir artistic intentioDs as:

Para nosouos 'Cr6nica de la realidad' significa objeIivaà6n Y reaHsmo de los
datas utt1jmOSt asi camo tipificacion y serialiRrion de los conjuntos. Es deàr:
reaIismo en 10 puticuIar, dando aricter interpretativo a las serieL La serie es,

32 Dan CameIoa.~UadctPt1:I8& F.quipo~.A11fiwtmt. 73.110.3. Fm. 19&5. 125.
n~68.
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para nostros, un modo id6neo de unir 10 particular con el desarrollo dinâmico y
dialéctico de 10 general.34

From tbis it is clear tbat the artistic recourses they chose to pursue included objectivity~

reaIi~ and the series. Their use ofthese concepts, and the results they were able to achieve by

using them, will he explored more tùlly in chapter two.

The late 1960s was a tinte when it wu being asked how can art influence public

conscience? For sorne the answer involved the rejection of the conventional notion of the

signifyjng stnIcture of an art abject. The idea that its message is transmitted by the artist

through the wode that is given an emotive charge that then passes to the spectator, was no

longer an aœeptable logie for art given the social and politica1 circumstances that demanded an

ethical engagement in the change and participation of art vîs-a-vis society. Inst~ it was

proposed tbat the work of art sbould be a signifier that exists independently of the subjective

identity of its creator. In this way, the position of the spectator and bis or ber social origin is

what gives art the ability to signïty. Artists needed to Iimit their tùnctiOD, remove and distance

themselves ftom the Romantic notion of them as producers ofabjects that constnlet culturaDy

signifiautt abjects. This defined the work ofartists as ditTerent ftom other forms ofproduetio~

and the time had come to dismiss the classic division between art and society that glorifies the

status of the artÎSt. In order to sucœssfùl1y cany out the task of etlûcal culturation of society

the charaeteristic of the art abject as signifier needed ta change, and ta do this the spectator's

role in participating in the creation ofsuch a signifier is requîred. In this way, the art abject will

serve as amodel for the experienœ ofreaIity, and in tbis way it keeps the characteristic ofbeing

a repetition of sucb an experienœ. If presented artificialIy (representing the aIready

represented), as mass media does, the art abject cao be an eftèctive signifier of the spectators

experiences oftbeir social reaIity. Such a view implies that the artistic eategory is bistori~ lJId

thus variable and DOt locked iota one sole raie or tùnction witbin society. With the aim of

destroying the traditional art abject and the role art bad in society CrOnica de laReoJ~ a

group Equipa CrOnica wu affitiated with in its early years, bad avant-garde intentions. because

it was aftiHated with a sense of bistoricity tbat distinglished its production ftom the

34 VaIeriaDD~ "1'Iat..,.mienlo socPlgicode la nuevapioIura csprdola", Cutldrmos HÏ8ptIIIOtlIftD'CDIIOS,
no. 235 (July 1969): 61.
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conventional1y restrictive designation of an as optical experimentation that previous avant­

gardes bad been loclœd ioto. Ofcourse, such a belief' in the poSSIbility ofa critical art to disrupt

the traditional role ofart within society requires a ditrerent system ofdiflùsion ofthe art object

within society, one that entails a change of the channels in wbicb art operates (art market,

gaIIeries, musaIms, etc.) - a diftiadt goal to achïeve.

Sorne artists wanted their art abjects to he informative and thus needed to indude

elements of the language of imagery in arder ta Iink the art object ta the reaIity they are

referring ta. Mass media otrered the iconography that was encouraged to meet the ends of re­

valorizing the syntadic relations with a 10gica1 cbarader. Associating two or more signs from

mass culture in the spbere of art couId disrupt the aura of art imbued with the notion of

autbenticity, two concepts that will be eIaborated on Iater, by mixing fonns ofexpression. The

appropriation of components of the popular and mus media, like comic sbips, magazines,

cinema, television, etc., would assist in the artists endeavour to explore new modes ofdiftùsion.

The aitical potential of reaIism in the 19605 with its avant-garde intentions fay in its

capacity to fonn symbolic signs in comotative semiotics and to animate the initiaIly static

cbarader orthe image. Dy 1962 the term New ReaIism was being used in the UlÛted States and

France where il was caIIed Nouveau Realisme as a name for Pop Art. In lime it came to signitY

a oew breed of reaIism. Traditionally, the term reaIism linked content with iDusionist

representation ofobserved reaIity and the rejection ofthe t1attened pictorial spaœ derived from

Abstraction. But. New Realism as a radical departure fi'om the Abstract Expressionism that

dominated in the 19501 incorporated the 8attened spaœ, large sade, and simplified colour of

Modemist painting. In Spain. many abstraâ artists began to switch fi'om Abstraction to

representational painting, Iike Antoni Tàpies, Manuel MiIIares. and Antonio Saura. It is

important to daritY here wbat is meant by the ternis critical reaIism, and New Realism. New

leaism is too broad a term to bave much rnaning exc:ept u a shortband for the tiguratiw

alternative to Abstraction tbat began appearing in the late 19505 in Europe and the United

States, and wbich took on many forms iDcIudiDg Pop Art, Hyper Readism. and the expressive

Fl8UflÛon Iike tbat produced by Francis Bacon aud~ etc.

The art produdion ofEquipo CrOnic:a is most companble to the kind ofcritical reaIism

beiDg eIaborated in the 1960s. wbidl incIudes Pop Art. However. tbey dit1èred tom the kiDd of
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Pop Art being produced in the United States by infùsing their art with politically cbarged

intentions comparable to the kind of Social Rea'ism being practiced by their compatriots the

Estampa Popular. Interestingly, a critical reaIism wu no longer confined to underdeveloped

countries, but began to aIso appear in the industriaIized world. In such a way the possibility of

simultaneously prob)ematjz;ng the iconic representation and the designated reaIity is made

possible. In its iusistenœ on representiug and participating in connotative semiotics. art

becomes Iinked te historical situations, thus distancing itseIf trom the initial neo-figurative

intentions though logically having developed ftom its original premises. Tbeir FoIIcIore, of 1966

(see illustration 1) attests to thïs. It represents the attempt of Equipa Cronica ta expose the

manipulation ofthe Spanïsh mass media controUed by the Franco regime in fonnulating a sense

of national unity tbat ensured the regime's position of power. By appropriating a theme 50

commonly disseminated through mass media and using the teclmiques of objectivity in this

representation conventiona11y excIuded &om the sphere ofhigh~ Equipo Cronica disrupted

the logie of the t1amenco danœr as a sign for Spanisbness that the regime promoted in its

tourist campaigns begirnring in the 19505. This is an example of linguistic recourses to art tbat

rejected the unity ofa fonnal style, aUowing for a variety ofpoints ofimpact that are justified by

semantic aod pragmatic reISOns of communicative efficacy, and appropriating mus media

techniques inverts its Ji.ustie tùnctionality in a non-affinnative, critical sense. Thus, the new

attempts of critical realism did not conœive of the artist as a passive being, but as a militant

who made claims to approaching a social avant-garde by cballenging the notion of quaIity in

art, and feeding a progressive spirit in expIoring the Iimits oflanguage and its contents. Il was

feIt al the time tbat by focusing on language, a new critical reaIist art would aIso distinguish

itseIf ftom wbat bad become a neptive view of Social~ as practiœd by Estompa

Populor, that was being aiticized for a œrtain dogmatism and reactiooism. It wu argued that

il bad become merely a testimonial art centered on eleding subjects that feIl ioto a kind of

fonnalism tbat couId DOt meet the demands of a social enviromnent tbat was in perpetuai

transformation. To &void tbis ftom happening, the new reaIists bad to use and participate in the

Jausuage of visual imagery tbat wu tbund in rea6ty: mass adture. This wouId cœate the

potential for criticaIity tbrouah approptiatioo lIId _ two _ristic recounes

tbat serve u a diaIectie of the contnIdictions in contemporary social reaIity Il a local and
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international level by underlining the historiw cbarader of the artist trying to transform or

contribute to bis or ber changing society and its relations. In such a way, artists who used

figuration and mass media imagery couId represent the contradictions of people and tbeir

relations demonstrating the conditions under whiclt they live.

Several tendencies towards creating such an adively engaged art existed during the Iate

19605 beœJse the bistorical condition of Spain demanded it. Sorne restriaed themselves in

Social Realjsm~ wbile others used mass media more Iike Pop Art did 1sbouId stress the need to

understand the pluralism ofstyles al the time to point out the impossability ofa purely formai or

stylistic reading of the tendencies at the lime, beawse the appropriation of diverse techniques

traditionally outside the reaIm ofart DOW gave it a refereotial function that sougbt ta strengthen

communicative efficiency. This discontinuity anm1u1ated a univoca1 apprehension of the art

abject and opened up the possibiIity ofviewing art and its role in society düferently. The new

art that tàvoured oppositions and symbolism, direct or indirect influences on the spatial frames,

montages, sequences and syntIgmatic considerations were translated ioto a temporal-spatial

division favourïng the narrative and intensifying the semantic space.

This, in~ cbanged the traditional notion of the art abject, not by making it an

ordinary abject, but an abject of aiticism. This explains the appropriation of comics and

stylistic conventions particular ta mass media in order to extend the commwûcative ends ofart

and attaek notions ofbigh and low art. These are IlOt a mere transcription ofmass culture, but a

recourse for an production that sougbt criticality. This estrangement ftom the conventiooal

view of art took plaœ al the level of language, and al the level of codified contents and

symbo" or in otber woRls, the social order ofcommunication. It is precisely this inversion tbat

cbaracterized the new kind of critical Realism that was happening in Spain. Art that

appropriates images fiom mus media cIecontex1Ualizes the image to UDIDIISk the underIying

ideologies ofthe deve10ping Iate capitalist Spanisft society and aitical1y unveils the IlOrmative

functiODS, social DODDS, and complex causaIities ofthe ïmaga. that aet as signs. Funhermore. by

incorporating the teclmiques of mus media art separates tbese techniques mm tbeir

institutional reIatioDs and tbeir usual contexts witbin mass aJIture. and entera tbem inIo the

dimension ofsemantics producing a more pragmatic and critical art. This decontextuaIizaon

takes advantage of the united symbolic themes tbat exist sociaDy and takes tbem out of tbeir
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conventional spaœs and roles asserting the affirmative cbaracter~ and avant-garde tendencies of

a new reaJism in art evolving in the 196Os, by creating causalities with the social and the

historical, and exposing the contradictions of contemporary social reaJïty. By integrating the

historical with the social (witbout beiDg a cynic nor an opportunist) tbey could be engaged in

transforming or contributing to change in society. Thus, the newfound interest ofinverting the

popular mass media image, inverting their linguistic tùnction to a non-affinnative and critical

tùnctio~ is IlOt a mere edecticism or opportunism, but rather an opponunity to take advantage

of communication ficilities. For many artists, like the Equipo Cr6ni~ Pop Art took this

furthest by making images tbat were intelligible througb reaIism. but critical because of the

relation of the art abject as sign and art as signifier. It problematized the reaIism of art by

draWÙIg attention to its own structure as art with its power to represent reaJïty. But the reaIity

represented by Pop Art is one tbat is aIready represent~ and by representing the aIready

represented in mass media Pop An not ooly intenupts denotations and connotations of the

signs selected, but it also reinforces the referenœ to itseIf as art by way of being able ta

represent. In such a WBy, the artist is DOt a passive resigned figure, but a participant and

disrupter in the formation of llJ18"lge lDd content. The decisive criteria ta use these themes is

DOt simply the recourse to strong codes, but rather the concn:te historical connotations that are

used. The use ofta universal connotations can debiIitate the aitical compromise, making the art

object an abject of evasion of reaIity. The eftèct of decontextl l8ljzjng is tbus, a dialectic

reftection on the concrete contradictions ofa particular society. A diso's90n ofEquipo Cromca

in chapter two win show tbat their artistic recourses to the abundanœ of determined

connotations does DOt depend on a codifiadion of the art medium, but on the toleranœ or

repression in Spain ofthe social context in wbicb art operates.

It is most importaDt and possible to consider the production ofEquipa Cr6ni~ ftom a

historie perspective. Hy the mid-seventïes Equipa Ctônica represented Spain in 1976 with the

artist Eduardo Arroyo at the Venice Biennale. This wu a transitional moment in Spain's history

and their positiODing tben am be considcred somewbat ofa paradox. On the one band, tbeir

opposition ta the Franco regime lIId its IDIIipulation ofculture ta create the impression ofa

unified state made it dear wbae tbey posiIioned tbemselves viN-vis art aod modemïty. On the

otber band, the programme ofthe cfemoaatiç state ta prove its modernity after forty yan of
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isolation that followed the end of the Franco regime meant the Equipo Crénica did not fit in

with the attempt to re-create Spain into as new a a.dture as possible. This required a purging of

the previously tamisbed mie ofthe spontaneous imagination ofSpanish painting. and the death

ofRatàel Solbes, a member of the team, in 1981 meant tbat Equipo Cronica couId no longer

produce paintiDgs to enter ioto tbat dialogue. But DOW that Spanïsb artists prepare tbemselves

to he seen as both Spanish and international at the same time, the case ofEquipa Cramca bas

something ta offer. As Dan Camero~ asserts: ~~Seen from today's vantage PO. Equipa

Crônica's work prefigures a profound examination of the issues of originality and value that

bave come to the foreftont ofart-making in our moment.n35

As their period is becoming no longer ours, it may he usetùl to see them as baving

8Cbieved a baIanœ between the global and the I~ something wbich may appeal to the

present generatiOD ofartists struggling with the search to find a position VÎS-a-vïs globalimtion.

At a tinte when Spain bas institutionally and officially admitted its plurality, it is no longer

poSSIble to make clear-eut distinctions between wbat is and is not Spanish. The loss of

distinctions in the multinational economy.. the produet of wodd-wide acœss ta media, is

accompanied by a recognition of internai diftèrences. It shouId he remembered that the

Postmodem deconstruetion of identity does not cali for an abandomnent of attempting

definition. It makes poSSIble the recognition tbat nspanishness" is a shifbng conœpt with

plurality and contradiction, and reminds us that identities are strategie constructions that CID be

negotiated.

Equipa CréDica were pan of the Spanish debates over Figuration versus Abstraction

that tlourished in the 1960s bath in and out ofSpain. and whicb were linked to notions of the

role ofartists in society. Many al the tinte thougbt tbat the reintroduction of the figure iota art

couId introduœ Realism's potential for aiticality, which parallcIs the inception ofPop art. The

~New figuratists' argued tbat the figurative couId malte more criticaI statements apinst

modemity because of the tension created between a timiliarity with its iconographie sources.

The prinàpal issue in tbese debates was how to be involved in criticiziDg the impact of

modemîty. Tbese debates invo1ved social œncepts tbat demanded art be committed ta the

strugle to oppose modemity. The role of artists as servants of an emancipatiDg social

35~ "CcJafents UnderPressuœ.. FA(uipo QtIIica": 130.•
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movement put them in the sphere ofthe political. A characteristic in8ection of tbis modemist

impulse, making a tbing of itsett: ironically meant art remained a signifier fixed on the

materiality and opacity ofthe medium througb which the world is represented. When the means

ofart remain unchanged in a changiDg world, art remains arcbaic, and the debates in the Iate

19605 in Spain œnten:d around bow to make art dynamic. The perception tbat how one

aclûeves representation stands logical1y prior to what it represents implies that the means ofart

require transformation in ways that paraIlel the changes modemization itseIfbad wrougbt upon

the world al large. The contiDued referentiality to art and its preocaIpation with the

autODOmous picture surfàœ creates a wedgt\ a _ between a concem for artts ReaIism in

respect to wid« social fonDS, and ils own reaIity as a signifying practiœ. The purpose ofart ta

decode the modem world and participate in changing it is a response to the modem condition

which bas led sorne artists ta condude art must ttansfonn itseIf. This wu seen as the agenda of

the new avant-gardt\ an avant-garde with whidl Equipa Cronica identified itseIf:

In chapter two 1will disalSS Equipo CrolÙca'S thougbts on avant-garde intentions, the

strategies they incorporated in order to achieve tbeir avant-garde notions including e1ements of

Ameriœn Pop Art which tbey recontextualized to meet their own objectives in using art against

the Franco-regime in a new consumerist society. The chapter will aIso retlect on their roles and

limits as anists, and examine a few oftheir works in relation to tbeir theories.

Rafàel Solbes, Manuel Valdés, and Joan A Toledo (a member who was shortly to

leave wbat was to become the Equipo Cranica) met and worked togetber in 1964 at severa!

collective exhibitions. They developed a fiiendsbip that conneaed tbem to eadt other based al

the time on tbeir sbared ideological and cultural crïsis. Togetber they entered a dialogue on

their avant-garde intentions for produàng an art tbat would oppose the Franco regime in Spain,

and question the traditional bourgeois notion of bigb and low art, thus re-examining the

position of art in relation to society. Several otben participated in this diaI~ including

Tomis Uorens, Valeriano BozaI, AguiIer Cemï, and Alexandre Cm. The participation of

Equipo CrOnica in the Ateneo lllel'Ctllllii de Valencia in 1964 wu the tint exhibition wbenin

the concems prevalent to contcmporary artists in Valencia were c1early Iinked to the social

problcms that wcre most significant to Spanïsh soàety at the moment .. the issues oftourism

and enigration, two pbenolœl1ll tbat were the product ofSpain's deveIopment into a modem
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capitalist state. The intercbange between tbis group of artists was essentia1ly based on their

need to directly implieate themse1ves in a political fight by problematizing the role ofart.

Shortly afterwards, they jointly signed an independently publisbed manifesta in 1965

wberein they stated their objectives. These included: a declaration oftbeir working as a group

to ensure collaboration and experimentation tbat would be centered on a critical reaIism tbat is

demanded by tbeir historical circumstanœs, and a need to disrupt the myth ofindividualism and

expressive subjectivity tbat bas been associated with Modemist artistic activity. They planned to

apply collective methods to the practice of painting to read1 ends that surpass individualist

projedS. They describe Cronica de la reaJidDd as the end of Social ReaIism but acknowledge

their plans to use systems of images that are pertinent to daily experiences of modem society

making it coïncide with an intentionality in the art product and its dialectic fimction that is free

from the formation ofsocial groups. CrOnica de la realidod means objectifieation and reaIism

of the images as weB as typification and serialization of the combinations. In other woRls, a

reaIism ofthe particular with an interpretive cbaracter ofseries. The series for~ is tinaIly a

way ofuniting the partiadar with the development of a dynamic dialed of the general. They

ended their declaration by stating:

Métodos colectivos, fines sobrindividuales y presencia de la realidad Yde la
dialéctica his6rica, implican un arte comprometido, un lite al servicio de los
valores humanos. El 'Equipo Cronica' progpugna la 'Crânica de la realidad'
como vernado intencional para dar a la pintura una tinalidad elevada, una razOn
de ser en nuestra sociedad Y en el marco historico de los valores positivos
contemporâneos.36

ln the exhibition catalogue publisbed by the Reina Sofia in Madrid in 1989, the Equipa

Crénica stated tbeir model for working as a group were the [)au alSet group ofBarœlona, and

El Paso ofMadrid.37 They point~ however, that these two groups had lost their sense of

coberency and eftèctivity as groups, becalse the members had dispersed and tbeir theoretical

foundations and aetMties bad disintegrated tùrther and tùrther away from the aesthetic and

ideological principals tbat bad united them. They ceased respondiDg to the reaIity of the

16 Valeriano~Arte deiaiglaXXen ErpaiItL P#nlrlnlY EscIIltIII'a 1939-1990 (Mâid: Editorial EspIsa
Calpc. 1991): 472.
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moment of Spanish artistic adture and society. Equipa 57 is another group of artists that

worked in Spain, but Equipo CréDica feh that their neo-rationalist and experimental approach

to art bad become too utopie and scientific" thus not addressing sufticiently the problems of

representation. Then there was the group of Gilles Aillaud, Eduardo Arroyo, and Antonio

Recalcati in Paris who worked together on sorne projedS that incIuded a series ofpietures on a

namtion of Flaubert. They aIso worked together on V"tvre et laisser mourir which wu

intentionally scandalous, and intentional1y depersonalized presupposing a clear conftontation

vis--a-VÏ5 the official neo-avant-gardes that had triumpbed in the United States., and had started

to creep into Europe wbere Marcel Duchamp was reœgnized as the grand master of

contemporary art. Their collective exlubitions (like the Salons des Realités Nouvelles in which

Equipa Cranica first participated in 1965, and the exlubitions of Le Monde en Question in

1967, and Kunst und Po/itik in 1969) were marked by a strong polemical spirit which stayed

with Equipo Cr6nica tbroughout their career.

The benefit of baving been exposed to the productions of the Aillaud., Arroyo" and

Rec:alcati group Jay in how the Paris group established a criticality that wu rooted in the

subversion ofart. The intluence ofPop Art on the Equipa Crônica and its coinciding with the

decline of its post-Infonnalist alternative often caJled New Figuration (of which Dubutr~ and

Francis Bacon were the main figures), also appealed to the inclinations of Equipa Crônica.

However" the reœption ofPop Art ioto Spain was imbued with a wary feeling ofinvasion ofa

colonial character that was beavily feIt in tbose days ofrapid development towards becoming a

neo-œpitaIist society, and wu thus interpreted by Spanish artists in ways that suited their own

needs.

The appeal ofPop Art to Equipa CroDÎca Iay in ils criteria ofpertinancy through wbich

the l>common" and the artiticiaI of society, or the aIready represented in mass~ is

converted ioto an abject ofutistic creation with a notion ofdestruction and renovation of the

subject. This is comparable to the Ducbampian technique of the random which aIlOM the art

abject ta constitute itseIfas a analogon of the experience of contemporary society. Art thus

replicates the distractions and desuuetions that are subjected to the iDdividual in society

n Equipa CrOaiœ. "DaIos sœœ IaFOIJIIId6n dei Equipa CJOaiœft~ inEquipo Cmnica. /965-19Blt (Madrid:
~misaaiodeCubwa. Dinxx:iéin GeoaaI deBeIIas Arles YAJdliwL Ceobo NacinœI de E.\pœicioIa, 1919):
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through the artificial medium ofmass media that bas come ta bide and finaIly disrupt the unity

of the traditional sense of society. By doing this, art that appropriates its imagery crestes a

tension between the biographie and the artificial playing a role equal to the mediation of the

consciousness. Pop Art bad to be diftèrent in Spain based on the tàct that the saturation ofmass

media in Spain compared to other industriaIizm countries that generated Pop Art wu IlOtably

less despite the rapid change in the Spanîsh industry ofmus communication at the tinte.

It would be wrong ta simplitY the production ofEquipo Cronica as political art though

this is partly wbat motivated them. Their proposition of inverting the concepts of fonn and

content that had come down ta them tbrough traditional art dodrines, was based on a linguistic

recourse to explore the ideological intentions ofthe creator which is what gave their painting a

political pertinence. For them. to speak of and let on the world and the social environment,

meant to speak of and act on painting and the art practiœ itselt: This pictoric practiœ is a

discourse that exhIùÎtS the intentions ofavant-garde art. As Llorens writes:

El sujeto artista en la medida en que es construido por su propia aetividad, no
puede anaIizarIa. entenderla ni juzgarIa desde fuera de eUa misma; prisionero dei
mito colectivo, el ûnico espacio de hbertad (tambien politica) que tiene a su
disposic6n es el que le puede abrir la exploraà6n dei terreno en que se mueve:
la disciplina de la pintura.3.

From tIùs it is clear that Equipa Crénica's intention was to produce a critical art tbat

requires a self.retlection which cannot be undertaken anywbere eIse but al the level ofthe social

practice ofart. They practiœd a self..retlecting, sett:referential art on the Kt of painting itseJt:
and on the practiœ ofpainting on a professionallevel. They criticized art and painting wbile at

the same time worldng witbin them. They even practiced it in wnventional ways as evidenœd

in their maiotaining the use ofpaint as a medium, ciraalaring in commercial gaIlery spaœs, and

pricing tbeir warka in relation to the art market Admittedly, tbey could bave uied ta bave been

more outrageous, for exampl~ by taking up actions avec painting, Iimiting themselves ta non­

commercial saD- or seeking aItemate forms ofsponsonbip otber tban fi'om private patroDS.

But, Uorens asks. wouId this bave cIvtngM the relations between the production ofart and the

servitude of art in capitaIist soàety? Their aura instead wu to produœ an bistorically and

18.
31 Tomis1JoIaIs. "EquipoCMaial: Laami"., yla(lllaln", inEqllipo CI'6ftica. 1965-198/: 65.
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national1y relevant art wberein the spectator's involvement in the creation ofmeaning through

art would prove to he the spaœ wberein the avant-garde could operate alIowing for the

potential ofcoUective action.
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Chapterl

This cbapter will examine views of Spanish and non-Spanîsh authors on Pop Art in

regards to the role of the artist in society and the status of the art abject. Issues that will be

dealt with include an examination of Spanïsh views of the critical potential for figuntio~

partiaJlarly those tendencies tbat leaned towards a Social ReaIism BDd Pop Art will he provided

ta demonstrate that the art production of Equipo Cr6nica wu situated by Spanîsh authors

somewhere between the two. This discussion will provide the necessary &amework ftom whicb

to read the works ofEquipo Cromca that will be proposed in cbapter two.

The appeal of Pop Art to Spanish artists was on their interest to position themselves

against capitalist society and the Franco regîme. Pop Art's repetition of the abjects such a

society bas created was thought by sorne Spanïsh artists, to have produced an art of critica1

objects tbat sucœssfully revealed the objeaifieation ofhumans and their relations. It should be

r~ however, that the case ofcapitaIist growth in Spain bas aIso been cbaraderized by

a continued problem with the developed and underdeveloped sectors of its society,

distinguishing it ftom many other neo-capitalist contexts. The stage ofdevelopment Spain bad

reached in the Iate 19605 felt to many more Iike a moment ofsocial transition that bad stopped

progressing, creating tensions ofail kinds. 8ecause ofthe diversity oftensions existing in Spain

al the tUne.. induding in its art it wu often argued that a Social ReaIist art (as expounded by

Estampa Populor), with its focus on the labourer, fàiled ta address ether major manifestations

ofthe alienating capitaIist society developing in Spain. The 19605 produœd artists who wanted

to he etbical1y engaged in the socia1 conœms of Spain, like its rapid modemization and the

problems of inequaIity and political control tbat arose as a result, but tbey needed ta move

beyond wbat wu traditioœl1y oftèred as strategies ta arâsts. Arbsts in the 1960s uied to

understand their acts as part ofthe social and tbey questioned tbeir place in the totality ofthis

reaIïty. They couId DOt be iDdiftèrent to reaI~ and many put themselves in direct relation

witb Iife and hîstory.

The ut production of Equipo CrOnial needs to be considered in relation to the

receptionofPop Art in SPIÜ\ along with the debates over the critical potential for figuration. It

will he argued that an exarnination of the iDftuenœs of Pop Art in Spain, as sem tbrough
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Equipa Crénial. particularly its critical potential, couId ofFer an example ofhow it was taken in

new directions or perhaps even further in the spec:ific context ofSpain wbere the redefinition of

art vis-a-vis society &ad a more political urgency as the efforts ofEstompa Populor will reveaL

Pop Artad the avut-prde

Pop Art participated in the debates of the Iate 1960s over the relatiooship between art

and Iife, image and reality. Some of its supporters saw it as baving liberated art ftom the high

tower bourgeois society bad relegated art to rendering it inefFective vïs-a-vïs the social praxis.

AImost out of necessity~ the new path artists chose led to the bridging of the traditional gap

between high and low art. Dy eliminating the historical separation between aesthetic and the

non-aestheti~ Pop Art proclaimed it would join and reconcile art and reality.

Nicole Dubrueil-Blondin makes leference to Mike Dufienne who in bis Ârt et Politique

of1974 descnbed the elements that are required to make a critical art.39 Tbese include that it he

ref1exive, critical, and revolutionary. A combination ofthe second and third elements aIIows art

to avoid propogating ideology because such a combination makes art ret1ect on itself as art

giving it the revolutionary attitude of an avant-garde art that reflected on and attacked the

traditional techniques and content of~ as weil as its position in society. The premise is that an

art that contests its proper domain will aœomplish a veritable move towards social

transformation. Such an art aims to be a non-art and a non-consumer product in order to

disrupt the role ofart in a capitalist soàety tbat imbued art with notions ofauthenticity and the

genius of the creator. Ironically, the referenœs to art tbat Pop Art makes, moves it back ioto

the sphere of art instead of proœeding towards wbat Modemism considered the w1gar

conventionally excluded ftom bigh art. The stance of early Pop Art at the beginning of the

19601 is centered around the rejeaion ofthe concept ofart for art's sake that was the credo of

the dominant tendency of Abstract Expressionism of the pnMous decade. Such an art, it was

feIt by the new tiguratiOllÎStS, would become an art for the artist or for groups of artists,

becallse it operated ftom an intellectual reaIm as a system of relations between social relations

39 N'aleDlDueiI.BIondin, lAjônclion crlIique"le PopArtamb1ctlint (MoœéaI: Les Pn:8ade
runivasité de~ 1980): 10.
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associated with the individual. Such positions would define how art and artists define tbeir

functioo within society.

However, Clement Greenberg did DOt see their project as appropriately addressing

social conœms. His complaint was tbat it did DOt contribute innovations 00 fonn. the only

avenue available ta the modemist avant-garde, but merely prolonged the tradition of Cubism

and Abstract Expressionism. But, it cm be argued tbat wbat Pop Art did was create a hybrid

product between abjects of the world of art and mass adture. Instead of seeing Pop Art as

canying a certain ideology of the avant-garde which since the oineteenth century tends ta see

art as an autono~ which is ilIusory, because of capitalist society's tendency to legitimate

avant..garde art we cm instrad view the Pop abject as neither an ordinary abject nor an art

abject. Its function is a critical one in denowteing illusionism because it pradices both in art and

in society. It is thus more an abject of criticism rather than an object of art. The Pop artist

divulges the artificiality and filbrieation of the painted abject and demystities its status by

making it an object ofcriticism tbat is no longer neither an art abject nor mere object.

Pop art uses wbat art despises. the mass culture that is UDworthy of aesthetic

consideration as often sem with Modemism. Unlike modemist art. Pop Art acœpts being an

imagery, a coUection of reflections, constituted by the banal of legitimate soàety. Unlike bigh

art it is an art of the copy, ironically ooly ta bave the status ofart rejoin it through the social

systems of legitimation around around art. Furtbermore, as Stephen Baon descnbed il, to say

tbat Pop Art ret1ects on the everyday is to imply two propositions. The tint is tbat it takes

everyday Iitè as its materiaI insofar as it is aIready condensed in an amaIgam of idioms and

visuaI practiœs which are recognizably ~contemporaay'. Second, it transforms this unalgam in

the very process of interpreting it. Seeing an image ftom the mus media in art is therefore

immediately foUowed by the rali-on that il is DOt the same image any more..w

The most significant contribution ofPop was the way in whidt it œfered ta mass media.

It produœd an art wbere adture DO longer coostituted the bein& but merely the referenœ. It is

an art ofcitation, to reproduœ the repoduced. This creates a tension beca'ise on the one band

tbe mass adture ofthe period is present and part ofthe revolutiorwry force tbat contests art

and on the otber band, art is present which returns it in the ecollOmy ofsociety. It provides an

36



•

•

image ofthe cbaracter and contradictions oflate capitalism, while al the same time participating

in its assimilation bath by the art industry and the reproductive mass media. Some, partiadarly

tbose who saw art as a nobler and less commercial endeavour~ bad regarded Pop Art as an

example ofthe decadence ofart due to market or political ideologies.41 They were appaIIed by

its focus on consumer goods, mass~ advertisin& and mecbanica1 reproductions. But

since then, Pop bas become more integrated with new art lùstorical formulations and is getting

legitimated through the art industry. The original notions of il as being subversive and capable

ofaiticaIity, thus paraDeIing the tradition of the bistory ofthe avant-garde to the extent tbat it

prompts a critical reflexivity regarding the institutiooal ftamework ofart, is today perhaps Jess

conceivable. However, the critica1 potential of the strategies of Pop are precisely wbere its

possibilities lie, and the relevanœ today of these poSSIbilities is seen in the contemporary

postmodem reluctance to invent new fonns and a wiUingness instead to recycle the pasto

Strategies of Pop~ tbat clearly demonstrate its need to approadt the goals of the avant­

garde include appropriation, objectivity, parody, seriaIism and repetition, the embraœ of

medlanical reproduction, colour, and a focus on the signs ofvisuallanguage.

Appropriation, or detoumement as Guy Debord prefers to caI1 il, bas a1ways been a

strategy ofthe avant-garde. It is the borrowing ofan a1ready existing image ioto a new context

whereby the original image loses its importance and may even lose its original sense completely,

wbile at the same time the organi73tion ofanother meaningfùI ensemble is conferred on il, and

eacll detoumed component is given, a new scope and effect. For examp~ flDl Dîne's brightly

coloured images of a famiIiar variety of everyday abjects Iike penclIs, shoes, tools, etc. are

given heigbtened nearly re6gious nanings by appearing in the spbere of art, wbile the high

status of art is challenged with the inclusion of such rnmdane abjects. SimiIarly, Claus

Oldenburg's soft sculptures tbat &ive gigantic proportions to ordinary abjects Iike fast-food

items produœs visuaI paradoxes in the gravity of representing the muodane, and the kitsch of

representing them in art. In Pop Art tbere is a double meaning wbidt proves to be the strength

of ils strategies of appropriation. It creates an enridunent of most tenus by the coexistence

witbin tbem oftbeirold seme and their DeW, creating an inexhaustible poteotial for relISe. It is a

40 SIcpbcn~ "Pap Artand Gcoœ". New LitenryHiltol'yt \'Ol24t DO. 1(Willer 1993): 116.
41 Lik <:Jcmec 0Raber& 'l'beodorAdamo, andMidIIelFried.
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process ofdevaluation ofthe cultural past by negatïng the value orthe previous orsanimtion of

expression, and al the same time otfers the detoumable as material for other ensembles as

expressed in the search for a vaster construction, a new genre ofcreation al a bigber level.42

Objectivity is aIso an approach to question the legitimation of art witbin society. In

keeping with Roland Banhes' conœpt of the ~death of the author', the artist in order to

challenge the legitimation ofart bad to eliminate ail interpretatiOD, expressivity, sentîmentality,

morals, and subjectivity, which bad been hera1ded by most modemist art but failed to affect

social reality. It was aIso recommended that the content of the art abject be reduced into

abjects Iike consumer society does with every ticet of Iife. These goals could be attained by

using conventional non-artistïc styles and mediums as are found in publicity, comics, graphie

arts, etc. The same efTect couId be acbieved through deformations ofthe cited abject or figure,

which sbouId not respond to particular interpretations or manipulations ofthe artÎSt. Rather, the

Pop artist impersonally distorted, elongated, wid~ deformed the image foUowing laws of

optics and objectivity. TIûs demystifies the historical and contemporary mythic realities around

the abjects or figures cited. The prestige or heroism ofthe cited image is etlàœd and is sbown

for wbat it reaI1y is, and its social realities are shawn for wbat they are. Furthermo~ Pop Art's

use of techniques from mass media, conventionaDy considered net woRby of higb art further

problematizes notions ofbish and low art. Roy Lichtenstein's painting the graphic technique of

Ben Day dots used in conlie books adds to the disruption ofhigh and low art notions that bis

choiœ ofmundane and melodramatic themes aIready produce.

This may seem tbat ail forms of expression are losing ail grip on reality and heing

reduced to seIf-parody, but this is DOt a negative feature. As Guy Debord put it:

It is necessary, to conceive ofa parodic-serious stage where the acaJlDdation
ofdetoumed elements., tir ftom aiming at arousing indignation or laugbter by
aDuding to SOUle orisinal work, will express our indiftèrenœ toward a
meaningless and forgotten original, and concem itseIfwith renderiog a certain
sublimity. This ~parodic-serious~ expresses the contradictions ofan era in wbich
we tind ourselves conftonted with both the urgent neœssity and the Dell"

42 GuyDdad, '1léfoumcmaIt81 NepIion and Pn:Iudc", inPIm1 Taylor~ ed., PotIt-PopArt<CambridIe: MIT
Press, 1989): p. 7.
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imposstbility ofbringing together and carrying out atotally innovative coDective
action43

This is an era ofthe ambiguous interplay ofart and its negation. Wrth many viewers the

bumor ofparody in art like Pop provokes a laughter which is moral and obscene. because the

classical view ofart descnbes it 50. But is the smile it provokes one ofderision in judging the

abjects paint~ or in the painting itseIt'? Ry IlOt knowing how to take it the spectator may be

left witb a shamefùl desolatio~ making art Iike Pop full of humor and bumorless. Jean

Baudrillard sees the lagie of this humor as having nothing to do with subversive or agressive

humor. It is not conœmed with sbort-circuiting the abjects in their tùnction., as in SurreaIism,

but rather in juxtaposing them in order to anaIyze their relations as in a semantic analysis. [t is

DOt an aet ofterrorism (a reading spectators may bring with them out ofa critical nostaIgia), but

is rather derived from adtural isolation Iike a &Ise wink for a "certain smile' is one of the

obligatory signs of consumption. Sucb &Ise distance is everywh~ in films, and in modem

advertising.

Ultimately, in this "cool' smile, you am no longer distinguish between the smile
ofhumor and that ofcommercial complicity. This is wbat also bappens in Pop
Art - after ail, its smile epitomizes its whole ambiguity: it is not the smile of
critical distanœ.. it is the smile ofcoDusion.44

This 'coDusion' tbat arises with the spectator's participation in the production of

meaning is where the critiaIl capacity in Pop Art lies. The spectator, by being presented art's

re-representation ofthe representations tbat are circulated in mass media for sociaIlegitimation.,

leaves with a sense ofhow bis or ber compliàty fimdions socia1 experienœ. The tàct tbat this

complicity is ambiguous or non-fixed in meaning or intentions, especiaIIy when it appears in art,

the coDventiOnai sphere tbat boIds truth, serves as a way of disrupting the dynamic of social

complicity because the spectator leaves with an awareness tbat opens the way of critical1y

questiooiog wbat is legitimiml.

SeriaIism and aepetition is another feature ofPop Art tbat talœs away the notion of

truth in an art image, because various facets on one tbeme are jointly presented. It aIso

contnbutes in impediDg the beIiefofthe exœptionaIity ofan image or the exceptionality of the

4311Jid.. 9.
44 JeanBaudriIIanI, "Pop - An AItofCGlBlQlion»~inPal TayIar~al: 44.
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corresponding situation represented by it. By representing Marilyn Monroe, Elvis Presley, or

Jackie Kennedy, over and aver again in a series with ooly s1ight variations, Warhol reinforced

the cu1tural realities ofan era and disropted their (agie ironically but IlOt moralistically. What he

did in these series is look the cliché of the star and reorganized their imag~ exposing the

emptiness ofthe identity ofthe star through the banal tepetition oftheir representations in mass

media. Warhol's human subjects, stars, are tbemselves commodified and transfonned in tbeir

own images. They beœme identical copies of originals that oever exïsted. Barthes described

how seriaIism introduced the e1ement oftime ioto painting. Pop as a cbaIlenge to the historiast

process, a challenge to the idea of the natural supereession of styles in art, questioned the

concept ofthe new in hïstory. Repetition is a feature ofadture and Pop repeats it spectaadarIy,

which means the end of art, but also entails another new conception of the human subject

because it ofTers access to a diftèrent temporality. The death of the subject, produced for

example in Warhol's series on popu1ar adtural icons, is rid of lime because of the feeling that

something bas disappeared and become transformed into something düferent which does IlOt

resemble the tint. It is important in Pop that a sense of the organization of a destiny oot he

created. Repetition is also disturbing because it multiplies the same image creating a double

which is IlOt threatening. The double is a copy, DOt beside nor behind the original but merely a

Oat insignificant benœ meaningless double. Barthes suggests that such a state of non-fixity

created by repetition maIœs it seem as though the abject trembles before the gaze seeking its

essence through the spectator. The trembIing ofthiDgs aets as the affirmation of the trembling

individual spectator's essence.4
'

The use of the mecbanical processes of reproduction treezes the imag~ leaving il

soulIess with IlOthing but a strietly imaginary status sinœ the start ofits being is the icon aIœady

presented in mus media. In Pop Art, the object we personalize in our everyday Iife is no lœger

anything but the residue ofa subtraction: wbat is left over after we bave mentally amputated an
its possible tbemes and possible uses. Tbus Warhol's Monnx\ Presley, aud Kennedy are

cultural icons tiom the experienœ of a partiœlar adture al a partiœlar lime through their

saturation in IIIISS media tbat bas nothing to do with the identity ofthe penon the icon is based

on. Their identity as icons in mus media is moved tùrtber away tiom the original in WarboIs's
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appropriation and then repetition oftheir image, because as ieans ofmass media they are out of

place in the spbere of art, and their tentative identity is exposed by focusing on the banal

repetition oftheir image as stars. It is an awareness ofthe fùndamental expression ofa persan is

style. But today, wben individuality is a threatened idea uuder the pressures that animate mass

culture.. the personality of art is fading. It depersonalizes but does oot make anonymous

because ofthe imrnediate and exhaustively identifiable quaIity reveaJing tbat the identity is not

the persan. the artist the art object, or wbat il represents. BaudriDard commented on how it is a

great affectation for artists to think they can be a machine, but on the other band he does DOt

fiwIt tbem.46 He sees their exacting logie as colliding with a certain sociological and cultural

status of art about which they are powerless, and their ideology conveys tbis powerlessness.

Wbenever art, as witnessed in the attempts of the bistorica1 avant-garde have attempted to

desaaalize their practiœ, society bas come to saaaIize them aU the more. And reciprocally, the

more they have attempted to secuIarize an, its themes and practices. the more the manifestation

ofthe sacred in art is exalted. Baudrillard reminds us that the author's content or intentions are

not enough in preventing the art abject tom becoming another sign in society, a unique abject,

a signature, an abject of luxury consumption. A change in the structures of culture would be

required in order to prevent this assimilation ofart ioto luxury commodity from happening.

Colour, the kind used in Pop, reftects a sense ofenjoyment ofplay with ils focus on the

daily environment and its implied critique of this sune environment, thereby ridiculing the

serious art of abstraet expressionism. IronicaDy, if the Pop abject is to become a tàctitious

abject to demonstrate the destruction ofart, then ils colour must remain indeterminate, but in

Pop colour is intentional aJmost a subject to a style. [t is openly chemical, and IlOt ofnature, and

ils colour gives the Pop Art abject a meaninS and consequently makes il an art.

The issues around the language ofthe visual in the sisnifYing proc:ess explored by the

structuraIists, is aIso a tbeme ofPop Art. There wu a consciousness that the art object cao he

an instrument with the objective ofcolJJDUlialtion, perbaps even witb a didactie intention, and

a predominantly descriptive intention wu chosen by Pop artists and the figurationists. This

awareness is wbat liDks Pop ta Balismt but the equation is DOt tbat simplistic. BaudriDard

explains that tbere is no order ofreality in Pop~ but leYels ofsignification and tIIIS tbere is

46 8audriIIanL p. 40.
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no real space. The ooly spaœ is that ofthe canvas where the juxtaposition ofdifferent e1ements

and signs are put forward with their relations. As we know, Barthes aIso argued tbat there is no

real time; ooly the time ofthe reading ofthe diifetentia1 perception ofthe objea and its image,

and ils repetition.47 It is simply the âme necessary for a mental correction or acoomodation to

the image, the relation ofthe art abject to its reaI abject. It is DOt an articulation ofcoherence,

but of a sucœssive arder. [t is a ~cool' art requiring a kind of abstraet involvement or

instnunental curiosity that brinSS ioto play inteUectual ret1exes of decoding and deciphering.

The inclusion of numdane abjects, or the wlgar as defined by high art, by Tint Dîne, Claus

Oldenburg, Roy Lichtenstein, and Andy Warhol demands ftom the viewer a questioning ofwhy

such misplaœd abjects across the spheres of high and low art have been presented to them,

leading them to question what such DotiOns mean in the first place. By produclng such an etfect

Pop Art is not a popular an since traditional1y this implies an unambiguous realism with a Iinear

narration, not a repet:ition or defonnation oflevels. Allegory prevails in Pop with a participation

linked ta the uncertainties ofthe social praxis. Thus, ooly on a nadimentary level CID Pop Art he

seen as a figurative art. To he a Realist art it would ask itselfhow cao social reaIity by signified

by way ofvisual e1ements? But the society ofneocapita1ism bas aIready staned answering tbis

question. The extra-artistic instruments of social communication, especlaIly those that show

inteotionality and content of social bebaviours, in essence the mass media, bas increasingly

undertaken more visual images as elements of its language or mode of communication. The

advantage that Pop took of such a Imguage is in how it appropriated these elements of

'8D8"age ioto the field of art ta oftèr a sett:retlexive analysis of it.'" [t used the syntactic

structure predilected on commercial publicity, gaioing its eftiaency Ùl provoking in the

spedator an immediate consdousness or unconscious association between the perœived image

as the total signifier. The advantage is double. On the one band, linguistic signs designate a

reaIity which people are aIready &miliar witb. On the other, these signs usuaIly oifer an

eIIlOtional or atrective designation that reveal its intentions ofpromoting certain bebaviors wben

fàced with a designated reaIity. The artist uses tbis lanIP.age doubly by tint constmeting a

47 lIJid. 42.
...~ "PnJbIeoa i tmdencicsde lapinbua vaJenci........r9 SaImay Sigw (Mard11966): 31.
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model of experience, the art object, then profits ftom its mecllanisms in the promotion of

bebaviours. As David Deitcher put it:

Onœ the pictorial signifier cannat be counted on to fuse with its intended
signifi. it aclùeves parity ooly with other signifiers as one side of a DOW

irretrievably iactured relationsbip to the signified. In this sense an images had
acquired an equivalenœ with one anotber in their capacity ta yield '1100­
meaning' .49

The dislocation of style fiom its former congruence with the concept of authenticity

problematized the matter oflocating the voiœ orthe author as wu never poSSIble under the old

and once durable order of metaphor. The pop abject is neither metaphoric nor metonymic;

stripped of any symbolic fimction, it bas no depth. As Barthes said. 110 artist can be round

'bebind' this obdurate abject. Conftonted by it the artist is moved to recall a 'tlUe revolution of

language.m50 Metaphor bas been replaced by aUegory, and as Benjamin argued, the aUegorist

appropriates images in a seemingly arbitrary fàsbion thus severing them ftom their original

fimction and meaning. It recontextualizes the image situating it in another network ofsignifying

relations. By isolating the original signifecL the signifier is DOW able to simultaneous1y produœ a

new meaning that is potentially antithetical the old, and this is the strueturallogic ofaIlegory. In

this way, the Pop artist couId salvage the Utopian modemist tradition ofopposing the etfects of

industrialized liCe within the eIaborateiy sanctioned and imagirvny spaœs of discrete works of

art.

Roland Barthes aIso contributed to the concepts of visual language. For~ art bas

traditionally set itseIfapart front reaIity in arder to render the truth of the thin& and Pop Art

intended ta desymbolize the abject and give il the character ofa facto But, to say that the abject

is without symbo6c value is ta deny tbat is possesses a profound or proximale spaœ through

wbich its appearanœ can aate Vibrations ofmeaoing. The true revolution in language that Pop

Art introduces is that its abject is neither metaphoric oor metonymic. It presents itseIf eut off

ftom its source and its SUI'I'OUIldinp. The Pop artist is aIso lell with DO depth as he becomes the

surtàce ofbis pictures: no signified, no intention. Wbat appears u fiK:t in mass adture is no

more tban the stereotype 8Dd the image. and Warhol's Monroe is proofof that. By beiog m

49 DIMd Deitc:ber, 1'beHaPcImI4e~.in,.Taylor,al: 147.
soIdenL
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imag~ it is stripped of any symbol. Monroe is no longer the tàa that is transformed into an

image (metaphor), but it is ber image which becomes a facto But, despite being facts, as Roland

Barthes reminds us, they begin to signity again: they signjty that they signjty DOthing.!l In its

attempt to destroy art, Pop Art is rejoined by art because the attempt to abolish the signified

and tbereby the si~ fàiIs because the signifier subsists. The signifier, the thing that is DOW

perceived is augrneoted by a certain thought. This supplement in Pop Art exists as it does in ail

art. It changes the level ofperception and once this is started art appears.

BaudriUard a1so contributed to the discussion of the 1an81lage possibilities ofPop Art.

For him, the abject loses ils objective finaIity and fimction to become a term in a much wider

combination ofgroups ofobje<:ts wbere value is one ofthe relations. It thus loses its symbolic

meaning and tends to dissipate in a discourse ofconnotations whicll are relative ta one another

within the framework of a totalitarian cultural system wbich is able to integrate significations

from anywhere. The modemist art obj~ no longer tied to moral or psychological values,

began to assume an extraordinary importance as an autonomous e1ement in an analysis of

spaœ. Similarly, Pop Art may be seen as the contemporary art fonn of that lagie of signs and

their consumption, or is it ooly an effect offasbion and tbus purely an abject ofconsumption?

According to BaudrilIard, these are ROt neœssarily contradietory notions. He says: "One CID

grant that Pop Art transposes an object-world quite acœpting that it aIso results (aœording to

its own logie) in objects pure and simple. Advertising sbares the same ambiguity.,,52

Consumption eliminates that traditional sublime status of artistie production, but in Pop Art

there is no privileging ofthe art abject over the image in essence ofsignification and neither one

is the truth, but bath coexist. Warhol's Brilla boxes by ciradating in the sphere ofart are no

longer mereIy the consumer items found on any groœry store sbeIf Neither are they art in the

ttaditional sense beau Ise they are 50 mnndane. but they panicipate in Pop Art's cJaims to be

homogenous with wbat previous art had set itself apart fiom. But, does this make it a non­

saaed art? If consumer society is caugbt up in its own mythoIogy, if it bas no critical

perspective on itseJt: and if' this is precisely its definition, then no contemporary art CID exist

which, in its very existence and pradiœ, is IlOt compromised by~ lDd part of this opaque

st Bartbes: 26.
52 a.triIIanI: 34.
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obviousness of thïngs. Pop artists paint according to real appearances because they funetion

mytbologically. It is not a game, nor a~ but a recognition of the obvious fàct of

consumer society tbat the truth ofabjects and produets is their mark. Tbrough ils predilection

for such marIœd abjects and material consumables with commercial sucœss, as BaudriIIard

maintains. Pop Art is the &nt to explore the status of its own art-object as 'signal' and

'consumed'. It does IlOt contravene on the traditionalmoral aesthetic beavlse it is coupled with

an ideology ioto which it is DOt apart ftom but akin to. Pop Art represents the surrounding

world for wbat it i~ primarily an artificlal field of manipulable signs, a total cultural utifact

wbere what cames into play is not sensation ofvision, but a diftèrential perception and atactile

game ofsignifications. By presenting il as revealed nature. and essence, Pop Art bas a double

connotation: first, as the ideology ofan integrated society (contemporary society is nature is

ideal society), and second il reinstates the whole sacred process ofart which destroys its basic

objective. Dy wanting to be the art of the commonplace (the modem version of the sublime),

Pop Art creates the moment tbat it signifies and thus ceases to be coounonplaœ and retums to

art. Like the contemporary abject wbich is no longer useful for somethin& yet signifies, the art

object is no longer to be manipulated as an~ but as a sign. The sucœss ofPop Art is

in how it shows this to us. The impasse is tbat art cm no more be absorbed in the everyday than

il cm grasp the everyday. Beaulse there is no essence of the everyday there is no art of the

everyday.

Spuilh views the critiaI poteatial orFipratioa

The evolution of an industrial society of consumption in Spain oœurred Iater than in

Europe or the United States and in a distorted and unequal way with a diftèrent rhythm.

Therefore, the industriaIization which permits the rise ofmus culture, a popular culture tbat is

DOt Iimited to~ did not sbare a similar politic in Spain. There, poütics were ancbored in

institutions ofthe Civil War aDd repression, and thus were part ofthe artistic Iife ofthe country.

Bozal wrote exteIJsively oftbis ditrerent process ofmodemization that took place in Spain. As

he expIaiDs, Spain in the Jale 1960s wu rapidly becoming a Westem society of mass

consumption tbough il bad DOt tùIly evolved into sucb al the time. Thougb the average

Spanïard bacl advanced economicaIly, tbey were still bebind other Western countries, because
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problems ofsubsistence were still very real in comparison to societies ofabundanœ. While the

middle and upper classes were approacbing the leve1s of the industriaIized countries, the

conditions of Spain's rural and urban poor resembled those of the 1bird Wodd. What this

meant for the Spanïsh artist tuming towards reaIism is:

...no es algo que se limita a estar ~ sino el medio en que debe
comprometerse, cuyo sentido ha de cristalizar, expresar, etc. Es important~

porque, en su condidon reaIista... su interés tùndamenta1 se centra en toma a
las clases bajas, subdesarroUadas, pero su destina, par la naturaleza de la
comercializaci6n artistica en Occidente, son los sectores dei desarroOo. La
diferencia de medios es suficientemente evidente como para que se produzca el
desgarramiento. Como ya babiamos sugerido, pero abora por otras razones, el
artista adscrito al realismo vive en una contradicci6n dramitica53

The Spanish reaIist artist is in a position ofcontradiction by being concemed with the

conditions of the underdeveloped secton of society wbiIe being relegated to the developed

seaor ofWestem societies through the commercialization ofart. In speaking orthe two worlds

that made up Spain al this tinte, the developed and underdeveloped, Bozat points out that the

interest of the bourgeoisie for the lower classes was linked to an exoticism, the interest in

spectacI~ and DOt in a rea1 comprehension of their reaIity. Along with the alienation of the

producer and the labourer, neo-capitaIism produces the alienation ofthe consumer comes with

the development of neo-capitalism The rise of a consumer society did ROt ooly create

ecooomic consequences, but it aIso altered existence and experience. Changes in principles,

aiteria of value, and customs have transformed the experienœ and way to fomwlating an

identity of the individual which wu more recently marIœd by advertising and the manipuJative

power ofmass media. The individual bas been reduœd to an abject, one amongst many, able to

he~ calibrated, and dehumanized. For Bozal, the solution tben is DOt to retum to a

Utopian persooalism, as evidenced in the modernist art of the Infonnalists, but rather to reveaI

the ecooomic structures tbat produœ this state. Oftbis, he wrote:

La salucian, naturalmente, no consiste en volver a un personaIismo mis 0

menas idea6_ sino en desmontar la estnICtUJ'a econ6miœ que ha producido
semejante estado de cosu. Pues en esta coosideraci6n objeIiw dei iJombtl\ par
debajo de su aIienad6n negativa, bay un aspecta positivo: la eIiminaci6n de los
prejuicios ret6ricos que ocuItaban la verdadera tàz hurnana como si tùeran WI&

53 BozaI,~ 'IJCioIogiœ de la lIID1lpioluraespûioIa": S2.
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pantaIIo mitificadora. No es solucion, por consiguient~ volver &tris, desandar
10 andado en este camioo de la alienaci6n dei consuma, sino asumirIa, partir de
eIla para desttuirla, situarIa a un nive! en que se disuelve. No es ese el momento
presente. Ahora la alienaci6n dei consumo es una realidad en los sectores
elevados de nuestra sociedad, y una esperanza en los restantes, 0 en buena
parte de los restantes.54

For bim, the solution is to assume the structures ofmyth-making in modem society in

order to destroy the they circuIate and are legitimated.

The debates in Spain over mass culture and inteUectual conditions were going on at the

same time tbat debates over the sociology ofculture and theory of semiotics. Translations of

foreign authors were being made thus introducing new contributions to the debates around art

and mass culture. Thougb these debates included theoretical discussions, the culture. society,

and politics ofSpain were oever absent. Wbat arase was an awareness that the image Ids as a

sign in a signitYing sequenœ. The desire to explore the possabilities of disrupting their logie

explains the appeal ofPop Art to the Spanish artist orthe tilDe who sougbt artistic recourses ta

participate in the context oftheir country.

Wbat was mast attractive about the options available with figuration, with wbich Pop

wasgr~ wu its potential for criticality. Bozal wrote tbat it otrered: "opciones que pueden

originarse a partir de la no aceptacion dei actual destinatario pUblico dei arte, Yla no aœptacion

de la comercializacion capitalista de los produetos artisticos.,,55 He, like many of his

contemporaries, felt that the use ofthe figurative cou1d make a more critical statement through

the tension created between the art abject and its referent in society. Furthennore, the embraœ

of figuration was made with a militant zeaI. The appeal of such an approach to art is not

surprising wben one considers the bemeodous scaIe ofeconomic and social change that Spain

wu undergoing whiclt included the drastic reduetion of the agriadtural labourer, the

augmentation ofservices and industry, and the iDabiIity of the country ta absorb the population

ofintense mus migration.

For this generation ofSpanîsh figurationists, a modemist detacbment was IlOt a viable

option. Tbeir intense commitmeDt ta aItering the relations of art production and the social

praxis came ftom the same social and political tiustrations tbat bad motivated the InformaIists

sc Ibid. 53.
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of the previous deaule, but by reintroducing content ioto art tbey exposed tbemselves to the

threat ofcensorship. Their accusations were generalized, but there is no question ofwhere their

sympathies lay.

The potential for criticality with figuration, or reaIism, is impücitly based on the need ta

select themes tbat are pertinently a part of the society the artist wisbed to address. As Bozal

wrote:

ReaIismo en los temas quiere decir selecci6n de aquellos que encontramos en
nuestro media cotidiano, no temas supuestos 0 cuya existencia cabe esperar en
otras situacio~ otms sectores sociales u otros contextos sociopoliticos.S6

He called for a direct address ofthe immediate reality ofSpain.

EstampaPopu/or, a group ofartists which origiDated in Madri~ is an example the type

ofmilitant realism that pervaded Spanïsb art in the early 19605. Several manifestations ofSocial

ReaIism were seen in Spain and tbey often involved a sUong desire to intervene socially, ta

renunciate ambiguous syntactics and offer more concrete connotations. At its core wu a

reaction to the banalization of the triumpbant bourgeo5 reaction to art. At tbis point it was as

though the process tbat tended to counterpose art and the social praxis bad finaUy come to a

head, and in orcier to continue its position against this capitalist structure, Spanîsh artists chose

to invert the terms of tbis counter-position and think of artistic aetivity as a tool for social

activism.

Estompa Populor worked actively and exhibited across the country spurring the same

type of groups in severa! major cilies, includïng Valencia in 1964. Cbaracteristical1y, tbey

exlubited mostly in places tbat were IlOt integrated in the commercial circuits of art tbus

aœentuating their ideologiall compromise and the combative attitude oftheir reaIism as weil as

ils marginal cbaracter. This is aIso pardy explained by tbeir search for a new art audience that

traditionally bad been in the minority and al an economic disadvantage. They produced prints

for inexpensive and mass dissemination ta meet their goals, the crude quaIity ofwhich heIped

keep them out of the art industry which was DOt interested in ptOmoting tbeir wode. The

5SIbid. 54.
S61bid.62.
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precarious state ot: and general Jack ot: alternative art spaces in Spain at the time aIso kept

other marginal tendencies fi'om exlubiting.

&tomfXl Populor tried to lower art fi'om its saaed station in society which was used to

maintain the position of the elite. They aIso meant to create a descriptive tedlnique to ret1ect

their surroundiog social reaIity; include artistic aetivity in the ftamework of other sedan of

society tbat were DOt traditiooally associated with art; and attempted to use clichés and modes

ofexpression ofpopu1ar art, particularly the labourer resembling Bolsbevik art. Unfortunately,

the audiences that they were able to draw tended to not dift"er fi'om those who ûequented the

established conunercial spaœs, these being members of hDera1 professions, studen~ and

intellectualS.57 Another example oftheir fàiIW'e in reaching a diftèrent art audience is evidenced

in the quick public disinterest in the labourer as a tbeme in their art. They tended to substitute

attnbutes of the cIass sttugle Înto stereotypical symbolic emblems imbued more with a

sentimental exaltation than with aetua1 infonnation. They bad to ask themselves if their artistic

programme was appropriately adjusting itseIfto the social realities around them which entailed

50 many economic and social changes rendering the image ofthe archetype labourer unsuitable.

As Marchin Fiz put it:

El criterio decisivo para enjuiciar estas temâticas no es simplemente el recurso a
los cOdigos mertes sino las connotaciones hist6ricas concretadas utilizadas. El
recuno a connotaciones universales puede debilitar el compromiso critico y
devenir sintorna de evasi6n."

It was generally fe1t tbat they failed to oiTer a aitical art that would use figuration

because the symbolic leanings of the themes they used tended to universalize and thus move

away fiom reaIity by not (caIsing on the htstorical specificity of the reaIity they centered their

work on. The labourer wu no lanser a suitable tbeme beaI'lse it failed to treat otber mors of

Spanish society tbat were appearing during the COUIIby's modemilation.

However, despite their sbort-lived existence, their entbllsiasm for wbat they saw as the

possibiIities of reaIism exemplüies the sense of urgency and bope tbat many contemporary

Spanâsh artists ofthe lime plaœd on the mie ofart in society tbrough the use offiguration.

51 Valeriano Baal, "CuaIm DOlaI pliacl aaéIisisde" ÏJ1I4F"C'S ciel F.cPPo Cn5nica"~ iDEqllipo CrrfItic4
1965-1981: 34•
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Spuilh viewl on the crmc.l poteDtiaI ofPop Art

The reception of Pop Art in Spain otfered another exit ftom Informalism, and an

alternative use of figuration. But, there were limits to what American Pop oouId contnbute to

the Spanisb situation. For many, it exercised an insufticient amount of criticism, which was

more attentive ta effec:ts and results than social phenomena. In~ Spanisb artists were

disinterested with the new representational tendencies in vogue tbat did not sim at

probJematizing representation particular ta their situations. Rather, these wary artists sought ta

problematize reaIity, tbus Iinking their intentions ta a desire to reaaperate the Iinguistic tension

inberent in the spirit ofthe historical avant-garde. The diftèrenœ trom Ameriœn Pop bas been

descnbed, by SimOn Marchin Fiz for example, as an attempt to invert the ideological neutrality

attnbuted to il, with the goal of giving it a signitying charge, a definite criticism of the social

and political tbat would be repeated over and over. Marchin Fiz aIso wrote on the Spanish use

of Pop Art sttItegies tbat meant something difFerent in the context of Spain. In fàct, severa!

Spanisb authors mention this diftèrence. For Marchin Fiz, the need to selett signs tbat are

recognizable ta the aKlience the artist is reIating to means that the signs will he different across

cultural contexts. He says: "La heterogenidad deI propio refente subyaœ, pues, a cualquier

intento de asimilacion, filtracion, 0 mera contaminacion".59 In S~ Pop Art wu not a

derivative movement.

InS~ Pop Art otrered a way out ofthe crisis ofInformalism. Dy the 196Os, artists

sought an art that would appeal to the collective and social testimony of reality. There wu a

veritable obsession with converting art ioto an active project creating an examination of the

interventionism of the European avant-garde of the 19205. This is IlOt surprising when one

considers the political urgency ofsuclt aproject in Spain al the time.

AIready in 196~ the debate about the end of and the fatigue over Informalism bad

begun. It wu admitted tbat its greatest contribution to Spanish an was tbat it heIped set the

country out of the cultural isolation it bad undergone during the tint haIf of the œntury,

creating a bridge with the internatiolll1 avaDt-garde. For Marchin Fiz tbis meant tbat: "lo

SB Sim6n MaIcbinFu. Del DIfe obf~lIItIlal tII'fe de œnœpIo. 1961J.1974. EpI/aga sobre la smstbi/idDd
"Poat1rtodema" (MUid: Edidao&5~ s.A., 1994): 73.
S9 Sim60 MaItb6n FIZ, "La paII:IJaCiOncldPop CIld arteespIiiol".~ no. 174 (May-.Juœ 1983): 361.
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convierte en la primera vidima de una dinimica artistica que empieza girar en la orbita de las

dependencias:',60 The begemony of Informalism did IlOt ooly connect it to the stereotypical

conception ofthe Spanish taste for the dramatic, expressive. blac~ sober, and mystical, but aIso

to the conception of a pictoric creation imbued with the inspiration of the genius artist who

produœs a Iimited and authentic aet that is expressive ofthe truth ofthings and the truth ofthe

1. It wu felt tbat it continued notions ofbigb a.aItur'e. wbat Modemism was criticized for, witb

notions ofthe weil painted, ofquaIity, and to images that cirwlate in the realm ofgood taste.

The Spanish version ofPop Art readed to these conceptions and introduced the duaIity of the

rural and urban society, the notion ofbigb and low art. It opposed the tradition ofthe Spaoïsb

taste for the dramati~ lOber, and expressive as weil as the creative action manifested in such a

gesture. It made cold what Informalism made bot.

Furthermore, it also explored the development of the economy wbicb was rapidly

moving Spain towards deve10pîng ioto a neo-capitaIist consumer state, and the ways the Franco

regime used and manipulated images for legitimation. Spanisb Pop artists rejected the tradition

ofgood painting but not painting, and they chose to Iink themseIves to the language ofpopular

art, ofthe masses, but as it wu Iinked to the industrial society. In this way it differed from other

reaIist tendencies in Spain, üke Estampa Populor, that had retumed ta figuration and whicb

leaned more towards a Social Realist idiom.

The subversive potentional ofPop Art was discussed by Marchin Fiz who eautiously

wek:omed the innovation it introduœd to art, and the way it participated in the questioning of

realism and art as an eftèctive fonn of colDlllWlÏaltion. The appeaIlay in its communicative

fimction that displaced the expressive wbich Infonnalism had cbosen. This communicative

fimction was tightly linked to a desire to put at the fore the~ po6tical, and social over the

aesthetîc. The subversion ofPop An for Marchin Fiz Iay in the fact tbat it brougbt attention to

the pbenomena ofmus a.aItur'e. anticipating the industry ofculture that clearly aune ta play an

integral part in traIISitional Spainofthe 19705.

Uorens aIso discussed the potential ofPop Art in a Spanîsb conteKt He linked Pop Art

to the consideration of the art abject u a perceiving sisnifYins strudUre that denotes social

behaYiouts. wbicb CIIl and sbould bring about ethical VIIues mi eftèdMty through an

tiOIdem.
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objectivity of the bebaviour of man.61 It aftinns the inevitability of ideology which cao be

a1ieoatio& but its Jack can aIso he alienating because the inditTerenœ its Jack would produce

avoids confronting historical reality. The strongest affiliation between Equipo CrOnica and Pop

Art lies in the sbared desire to depersonalize their production to their situation and~ and in

their conviction ofthe dependenœ ofpainting in regards ta the object or the painted. Herein is

derived the liDg1ostie aspect of their production tbat thraugh an antisubjective approach to

representation caUs to attention the common text. The point wu to understand the common,

or the 4world't not as something given to perception in a natural way, but rather as something

artificial, constJUcted by systems of social communication which Equipo Cr6nica intended to

disrupt and expose. These teclmical recourses led to and strengthened the mediation of

consciousness tbanks to a kind of reconstruetio~that was deliberately artificial ofthe subject­

artist.

The relation ofSpain to Pop Art is clearly diftèrentiated in their syntactic relations. For

exampl~ the structure of the series or repetition with or without smaIl variations of the same

image, or ofseverallinked to the sanie theme, 50 frequently used by Pop artists, Iike Warhol in

bis series of tlowers or cultural ieans like Marilyn Monroe, is a syntactic structure predilected

on conunercial publicity. Its efliciency depends on provoking in the spectator an immediate and

unconscious association, between the perœived image and a total signifier; the series is an

instrument of tota1izing the isolated experience. The series tends to refer to immediate ethical

issues in the same way tbat the immediate elements ofexperienœ tend to refer ta a tota1izing

mediating abject in mass media. The Connal relations constituting the work are estabHshed al

tbis Ievei of intentionality. In realïty, many of these syntactic relations are susœptible ta the

transcription of lypical logical relations like counter-position, comparison, and paradox, but

more importantly tbey aIso participate in disrupting il.

Dozal aIso credited the importance ofPop Art in Spain byelaborating on the use ofthe

series. For~ the series searches for associations wbich are considered independent or

completely düfeJent fiom each other. but tbat tbrough association propose a reading tbat

approadIes the 'tnath7 bebind the appropriated image wbich cm he bidden in its original

ŒHIteXt. Decontcxtualization disrupts the reading ofthe image by taIàng it out of its original

61 LIoIaIs. "PmbIemes i IaMiencade lapinImawleDciana acIUal": 30
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context, and Dozal writes: "En este terreno, dado el grado de mitificaciôn de nuestra historia, el

campo de POSlbilidades es sumamente alto".62 Tbus the potential for demystification proposed

by Pop Art is wbat appeals to Bozal who encourages this process within a Spanish context

where mass culture served the purposes of the State in creating a bomogenous view of the

country that supported the position of the Franco regîme. Furtbermore, Bozal descnbed the

critical potential of Pop Art with its objectivity and selection of themes ftom mass media as

produciDg the desired etfect of irritating the spedator who is oftèred sometbing other tban an

art abject. He writes:

...elimiM las caracteristicas penonales, con 10 que desaparece la interpretaciôn
subjetiva y la humanizaciôn a que suelen someterse los objetos y las figuras
mediante el estilo y los malices personales, tiene un efecto sarcistico sobre la
etema preocupaclon par el estilo, las normas y los cinones tradiclonales, el
huen gusto artistïco, ete., produœ una profunda initaciOn en el espectador, que
cree haber sido enganado, négandose a dar a estas obras el calificativo de me y
recha7jndo~ etc.N~ el punto principal, dei que dependen toclos
los demis, es el primera. Si el primero no ha sida lopo, ninguno de los
restantes se produœn.63

Bozal also points out tbat it would sean that in Pop Art the subject that ail pictoric

imagery evokes bas disappeared as thougb being limited to retaking and reuniting, becaJIse in

this world ofobj~ a world of images and the tbings they~ there is no subject that

projects the interests, intentions, or ideology wbich is fundamentaJly of its presence.

Understanding titis, the Equipa Crénica produced collages of paintings, that once pieœd

together would be read ditferently by each spedator. Such a procedure IdS as a mirror wbich

ret1ects the alienated environmenl of the spectator drawing attention to a creative morality

wbich is above ail centend on the production of images. In the same way tbat the cultural

heritage of Spain bad been diftùsed by the Franco regime, the Equipo Crénica disrupts its

structure by appropriatins its îmagery, iDustratiDg the diflùsion of an bistory, and the avant­

sardet but DOW producing an anonymous work wbich does DOt try to manifest the opinions of

the artists. but rather to expose the artiadation of wbat tbcre is to view: the Equipo CrOniœ

disappear bebind their productions. This anonymity aIso marks the distaDœ, described br

62 Bo7Jd. "PlanleallliolO lOCioIoIiœ de la DUml piDIuraape.floIa": 64.
1S31bi462.
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Uorens, that the artists need to maintain wbile painting to the imagery referred to. The artists

are those who bad the idea or thougbt of making the connections and associations in the art

abjects. The question, however, is: are objedivity and anonymity achievable if the associations

made by the artists are recognizable, aImost as a style? The choiœ ofthemes and the humorous

associations produced by the artists are identifiably a product ofthe Equipa CroDÎca, no matter

how much they strive for objectivity and anonymity.

Originally, Spanish critics to Pop art thougbt it wu incapable of fonning a cohesive

perception and as a consequenœ would lose an eftiaIcy that wu DOt surprise and stupour.

Others argued tbat Pop Art was limited merely to providiDg neutral information of wbat

surrounds the spectator~ and is thus devoid of any intentional signification. The reœption of

Pop Art ioto Spain came through critics who were the produets ofdecades of isolation who

fonnufated arguments that made it difticult to understand why it was being denigrated in the

tint place.64 It was a movement understood tbrough word of mouth rather than personal

contemplation. Many critics did not Iike it and descnbed il as ridiadous or of poor quaIity.

Comparative material rejecting such claims are scarœ and second band with aImost always

black and white reproductions. Magazines were rarely to be found and were usual1y Italian or

of foreip ori~ like Art lntemalional. Travel otrered anotber way for exposure to il, with

ltaly and France being the main foreign contact. Bozal saw this scarœ contact with Pop Art as

a good fortune for the Spanish Pop altist who: "sin descuidar que nuestra critica mas abierta y

progresista se hallaha atrapada en los litigios locales y bajo el inftujo de los demonios tàmjJia~

propios de nuestra coyuntura anistica y, mucho~ de la situacion social y politica generaL,,65

The subversion ofPop Art in Spain lay in the fàct tbat it did oot renounce the intentions ofthe

avant-garde to confer intentionality of the social and the po6tical in art practices. But, in tbis

inversion Iinguistiç recourses are IlOt enough to provoke a fonnaI decontextu,liation offound

materials. Rather a pragmatic or dialectic re8ection ofthe social media in question is requïred.

This need for social engagement is wbat artists practicing figuration in Spain, he it tbrough Pop

Art intIuenœs, a Social ReaIist~ or an expressive figuration, had in common.

64 MarcbinFIZ, "La peneIIICiâIlPopendarte~:363.
6S~ "P'an'c8micnlo lOCioIQIico de la lIUCMlpiDIura~.SI.
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Equipo Créna. Pop artïI1I and Social Ralilts

The Valencian version of Estampa Popular first exhabited in November 1964, and

again at the Medical Faadty ofthe University ofValenàa in December ofthe same year. It is in

tbese two early exlubitions that the seeds of what was to become Equipa Cronica's aim were

tint formulated. Their strategies. however, were infùsed in a more theoretiœl tradition tbat

would he developed later, a tradition tbat opposed the more speculative traditional reaIism tbat

was until then hegemonic. Tomis Uorens outlined their principle aims as bein& tint to produœ

an affirmation ofobjectivity and the satirical as propositions for the ethica1 contents of art in

opposition to its lyrical tradition. Seco~ to use a content that avoids excessively generic

symbolism that inœrporates mus media ofthe Spanish industrial society. Such principles were

published later inAulas:

Las tensiones internas de la soàedad espaftola exigen que el artista boy, si
quiere interesar y afectar profundamente a un pûblico ampIio (la que debe ser
su vocacion y su oficio), se interese por la realidad exterior, por las aspiraciones
y las necesidades muy concretas que pesan sobre la vida cotidiana de este
pliblico. No buta esa simple aetitud individual de protesta en generaI, de
rebeli6n puramente psicol6sica, que es la aditud de la mayoria de los artistas
espanoles mis conocidos, bacen faIta referencias precisas. Y para introducirlas
hay que cambiar la esbUctura significante de la obra de &rte. Hay que poner el
acento sobre la infonnaci6n, en lugar de bacerlo sobre la expresion (... ).
Utlliaooo las imàgenes de los medios de comunicacion de masas, los artistas
de Estampa Popular entieuden hacer, sobre el piano de la conciencia ética, la
que el Pop-Art trata de baœr sobre el piano sentimental de 10 inconsciente.66

From tbis description ofwhat artists are required to do in order ta produœ a critical art,

it is clear that the proposed programme wu neitber a realist approadt with conœms on social

issues, nor a derivative assimilation of wbat it wu feIt American Pop Art proposed. Instead,

what was caIled for wu a veritable melding orthe two.

The Equipa CrOnica came on the art sœne in Valencia at the time that Uorens'

demands ofart were made. They exhibited in Valencia with the Valencian branch ofEsIompa

Popular, the principle theories of wbich were defined by UoleIISt and which reveal the

ditlèrences aIready being made fiom the original prindples of&lampa PopII/tr and simiIar

early reaIist groups. No longer wu reaIism to he about distinglùshing itseIffiom expressionism,

C561bicL 37.
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nor between abstraction and figuration, but DOW it was about language and how the signitying

structure ofthe art obj~ its meaning, needed to use the images produced by the mass media

because of the ethical consciousness of the artist. The generally excessiveJy expressive

iconography of Social Realism needs to be substituted for an iCOD08J1IPhy of reaIity that

approximates the images that infonn the spectator ofhis or ber experienœs.

This caIl for a decontextualigtjon of the images found in mass media is DOt simply a

fonnal change in art, but a dialectic ret1ection of the contradictions ofa partiœlar society: no

longer a reaIism explicitly about dus strugle as traditionaUy associated with Social ReaIism,

but DOW about lypical aspects, relevant in diftèrent contexts, related both to universal and

specifie phenomena. This produces an abundance ofpossable connotations that are more or less

determined not on reasons of codification of the medium, but rather on a criticism of the

toleranœ or repressiOD of the social context in wbich it is presented or operates. Criticality

arises in the intention to expose the underlying ideologies ofcapitalist societies by UDdoing their

fundiODS and reveaIiDg tbeir causalities. The development ofcausal complexities is not realized

ooly through the expücit contents that are united thematical1y, but in the proper organization of

the meanings or of the leveis of decontextualization - the syntactic and the signitied. This

depends on two critical components - to know the selection within a repertory of linguistic

mediums, in thematic unities, and concrete connotations; and the combination of the se1ected

repertories.

Many Spanîsh writers on Equipa Cr6mca have situated them between Pop Art and the

new poIitical1y cbarged realism seen in Spain during the 1960s which ditFered ftom previous

types ofrealism by being more conœrned with the problems ofalienation ofconsumerism. and

more coDKious ofthe need to address issues historically. Marchin Fiz descnbed the interest of

Equipo Cronica in American Pop as Ul attraction to its vitaIity, tbat: "de ese desparpajo y

desinbicionismo envidiables que caraàerizan al arte ameriClDO, 10 mis opuesto en los sesenta a

nuestra aaltura puritana de derecbas e izquierdas,. a las represiones ambientales, a lu

inbibiciones seadares, que apenas permitian probar las mielas de la década prodigiosa".6' ln tbis

quote he reveaIs the appeaI of the uninbibited fim represeuted by American Pop Art in 19705

Spain. Spain, in contrast to the United States, was a COUIItty full ofinstitutionally and sociaIly

S6



•

•

imposed inlubitions that were fostered by leftist and rigbtist ideologies, and the persisting

morality ofthe Church. The distinction between the political contexts of the United States and

Spain demonstrates the sense ofurgency tbat the artistic programme ofEquipo Cronica, and as

the œxt cbapter will explain, their appropriation of images fi'om Spanish art in partiadar,

enabled them to approach more deeply their concems and objectives with how art coukl

approadt impacting üf~ particularly Spanîsh tife. Such a sentiment is aIready a displacement of

Pop Art which is often seen in art bistory ftom an American perspective. tbus neglecting othee

uses and examples ofits strategies in oon-American contexts. Equipo Crénica themselves were

conscious of their ditrerences ta Pop Art, and as Valdés, one of the two members of Equipo

Crénica put it:

Nos interesaba el reaIismo, pero entendiamos que en aquellos momentos pedia
al espectador Ulla adhesién sentimental, no raclonal. Tratamos de distanciamos
creando imagenes mas ûias, asumidas desde el pop, pero dotandolas de
contenidO.68

It is clear from this tbat Equipo Cronica saw themselves as more ethically engaged tbat

their foreign counterparts.

61 MaàinrIZ, .,.. paMUaCiOlJ ciel Pop enel arœ espadol". 361.
6B Eva~'11na~ RXX1IIIiIJuyeellBil8» Ia"h'nlanfslica Uwcnivadd Eqaip» CIOaica". El
Pais(ll Iuly1911): 34.
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CbapterU

As discussed in chapter one, Equipa Cranica borrowed sorne strategies ftom Pop Art

but interpreted them to meet their own goals wbich had more in common with the spirit of

Social ReaUsm that developed in Spain in the Iate 196Os, but from wbich they also düIèred.

Wbat tbey consistently insisted on exploring were the problems inherent to reaIity and its

a~ the arbitrary and fabricated transcription of reality as evidenced in mass media,

pictorial fictions, the Iimits of representation, and the painting within the painting. Their art

production was a contestation of the descriptive function of the canVlS, with an irony of the

very let ofpainting wbich approached mass media and the iconography diftùsed by it, but with

them it wu ironica1ly contemplated and a1ways addressed politica1ly. The raie of the Franco

regime in the foonation and dif1ùsion ofpopular culture gave Equipa Cronica's appropriation

ofmass media images a particularly political motivation. Their strategies included working as a

group, objectivity, appropriation, serialism, and parody always imbued with an attempt for

criticality.

The sbift away from works of art that were believed to contain an inhereot message

moved towards the message arising from the relationsbip between the spectator and the wade.

The sped8tor's social origin would then be the site ofreading the message in art.

The wode ofEquipo Crônica reveaIs their consideration ofthe world as always a world

ofimages, an interpreted world tbat is DOt~ without referring to the natural or any notion

ofessence. They play with diverse interpretatiODS and images. and manipulate them ta bring to

Iight the fàct that tbeir aetivity is IlOt Iike conventional painting. They entered into the terrain of

the garDe of decontextualimtion not on the canvas, but in the imagination of the spectator

where the previous and new readinas ofthe ÏDJaIe tbey present are to be found, where bath the

visuaI memory and the recognition as the discovay of the older maning is understood. At

sorne point with Equipa Cr6ni~ the spectator forgets tbat he or sbe is presented with a pme

tbat invites one to play by participating in the creation ofmranïng. By playiDg it becomes dear

to the spectator tbat the pme approadles a truth because there is no non-intenupted reaIity

inberent in the art abject. Rather, the trutb, or approximation to it, cornes &am the reading the

spectator foDIII.es and waIks away with once baving viewed the non-fixity ofmeaning in the

S8



•

•

art abject. The point of view of the artist who traditionally discovered the essence of things

undemeath appearanœs bas been substituted with Equipa CroDica by a procedure that relates

ta semantics. Like languag~ the sign is derived ftom the relation of the unity between the

signifier and the signified. This produces a tension when the spectators forget! they are in a

game, but the sune is never bidden. Herein lies Equipo Cmnica's aspiration for attaining an

avant-garde intentionality.

They used the media ofmass culture with its deœmposition of images. objectification,

decontextualization, metamorphosis, repetition, and defonnation with the intention not to

mere1y distort reaIity through a personal impression of it, but to calI attention to the results

obtained with the reveaüng approximations created through decontextuaJi l1ltion. The distorting

play with perspeaive, uninterrupted repetitiOD, and appropriation are tedmiques that when

app6ed to the reaIm ofart disrupt the logie ofboth mass culture and modemist art which often

differentiated itseIfftom the former. Dy smlating tbeir art production between mass culture and

bigh art, Equipo CfÔnica managed to produce neither art abjects nor simple abjects, but rather

abjects ofcriticism tbat met their need to impIicate art in social reaIïty.

Originally, the Equipa Cmnica consisted of three members: Rafael Solbes, Manuel

Val~ and Joan A Toledo. The latter left the group shortly der ils inœptio~ and the

remaining two members continued to work together until the death of Solbes in 1981. Hy

working as a group they were able to attain poHtical strength, artistic camaraderie, and acbieve

the desired anonymity caI1ed for by Pop Art.

Their intention as a group wu to establish a position in the panorama ofdaily art via a

system ofaffinities in creatÎDg a painting that is thematically political in which the central theme

consists of a judgment on the situation of the artist vis-a·vis the bistory of modem art and

society. Wlth tbis as a goal, it seemed more appropriate to fonn a group to ensure the

objectivity adopted &amPop Art witb ils authorless strategy, becausea simple proposition on a

particular aspect ofa situation could be better made by iDcluding severa! perspectives on the

sametheme.

On a more pradical level, working u a lJOUP faciIitated circumventing the ceosors

wbicb bad p"VIfA Spanish artists tbrougbout Franco's regime resuIting in many artists
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working in exile and developing clever strategies to c10ak their meanings. GeneraIIy, artists and

groups were less dosely scrutinized by the censors.

In regards to the camaraderie established between Solbes and Valdés, Carla Stellweg

desaibed their working methods in the following:

They share everytbing including schedule '~...ftom 9:30 am to 2pm and from
4pm to 7pm The tint halfhour the)' spend having brealdàst together, but eaclt
goes to bis own home to bave lunch ftom 2pm until4 pm. Preparatory work is
dOIle in the outside world - together in cafés, bars and hotels. They bave an
assistant who takes œre ofan the administration and telephone conversations,
finds the documentation the)' need and tends to correspondenœ. After wode
they do IlOt meet sociaIly except for interviews. 80th are married and bave no
children. They travel extensively and use these experiences for their wode.69

The objectivity the)' wanted ta achieve had earlier precedents. For instanœ in the 1957

manifesta of Equipo 57, tbey caDed for the rejection of psychoanalysis, SurreaIîsm and in

general any emotive, individualistic, or Iiterary content. They Mote: "en una epoca como la

nuestra no detenninado par el individualismo, sino par la colectivi~ cualquier solucion que

tienda a 10 panicular pierde toda poStbiIidad de contemporaneidad".70 The required coUectivity

to acbieve contemporaneity in art, wherein the intentions ofthe avant-garde lies, was a concept

that was aIso put forward by Equipa Cronica.

The colour of Pop Art, and indeed in the work ofEquipa Cronica, Iacks adomment

with no play on Iight or exploration of the problems of representing Iigbt. thus giving it no

traditional sense oftechnical artistic value or semblence ofartistic quality. This puts it in direct

opPOsition to Abstract Expressionism and lnformaIism which were often praised for the artist's

mastery and bandling ofbis or medium. As they tbemselves put il, they chose wbat the)' caIled

"Walt DisneY' colours to add kitsch to tbeir art production in order ta dJaIIenge DOtions ofbigb

art.n Bozal claimed tbat the use of the agressive coIouring ofadvertising meanl tbat Equipa

Cronica: "baœn de éste un 811e popular de la OUev& sociedad~ en la que el anesano y

el valor artesanal ban perdido su sentido."n He argues tbat Equipa CrOnica were able ta

69 Carla SCdlwcg, "NewMimnfora New Society: Sc\al ArtisIs inPasl-Fnmco SpIin".AI1new.r, wL 79, DO. 3
(Ma1dl1980): 63.
70 Mard&tF~La pcœbaciéGciel Pop end ancesplDor: 119.
71 Equipa~~CIonDIogfaPJtseries" inEqtlipo CnMtca. 1965-198/: 22.
n BozaI, "PIaI.'''iam soc:ioIoRiœ de la DUmlpiDba~:62.

60



•

•

dismiss notions ofartistic mastery by introducing the new teclmiques particular ta mass media.

For Bo~ Equipo Cr6nica produced a popular art belonging ta a new industrial society. This

completes the proœss of the 'death of the autbor', the Iife of wbom was 50 cherisbed in

modemism, and attacks the traditional role of art vïs-a-vis society. Furtbenno~ Equipo

Cronica used colours (ofadvertising and colDic books) and techniques to subvert the source of

their production - mass media.

Their Latin Lover of 1966 (see illustration 2) illustrates their strategy ofappropriating

the techniques and images found in mass media and advertising. It cballenged the notion of a

unified Spain being created during the tourist campaigns ofthe 19508 and 196Os, and its VIbrant

colouring in large fIat planes mimics the techniques ofadvertising. It is aImost as though their

painting couId be used ta replace a travel poster, ifDOt for the filet that it is fiIr too ster'eOtypical

to be taken seriously. They redid the stereotype, ironicaJly, ta reveal the artificiality ofits ability

to rep~ as Warhol did in bis series of cultural ieans. This disrupted the clradation of a

sense ofa Spanisb identity put forward by Franco and disseminated through mass media during

the tourist campaigns. These campaigns fed ioto the stereotypical international, and DOW

natio~ view of Spain as exotic 'other', with notions of it as a country of passionately

tempestuous lovers, as embodied in the likes ofRudolph Valentino or Carlos Gard~ who just

couId DOt help it because of the baImy climate and gorgeous scenery. Such constructions ofa

national identity, also contributed to the idea ofone Spain within Spain itseIt: By appropriating

the types of images used in this construction of a false national identity, Equipa CrôDica

commented on how the country can interpret and maniPUlate its own seIf-depiction. Their use

of the image of the latin lover is based on quoting rec:ognizable images disseminated through

mus media, to creste diftèrent etfects. Ta use aIready existing images wbich bave been

circulated by cinema, comics, pbotography, and other fonns of mus media, gives new

sipifieatioDS for dai1y Iived reafity. To repaint them is ta ereate an inversion ofthe logiç ofthe

sign. Thus l.8Iin Lover serves to expose the strue:tures involved in the creation of il u a sign

that ieprœeuts Spanisbness. The stereotype ofthe latin lover is a recognizable image tbat is a

pretibricated eIemerit ofevayday Iife distributed tbrough mus medùL Its appropriation ioto the

spbere oflit produces a critique of ils bistoriall mytb by S1lggesting the tàIsity of its abiIity to
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represent the reaI, leaving the spectator with a sense ofthe tensions inherent in representation.

An aumot represent the essenceof~ because no such essence exïsts.

Equipa Cramca aIso used seriaIism to reacll the same goals. For them, the series

presents variations on the same theme Iike the new industrial society of Spain, miIitarism,

folldoric traditions. and elements of Spanîsb art history appropriated for poütica1 motives of

Franco. They also selected images that were aIready perœived serially in newspapers, news.

etc. They used these previous images that pretended to speak of the world and manipuIated

them to explore the concept ofspeaking ofthe worl~ revealing the real condition ofthis world

of representation. Their Folk/ore of 1966 (see illustration 1) borrows Pop Art's use of the

series and repetition in order to expose the blatant overuse in the mass media ofusing folklore

elements of Spanish societies in the fàlse construction of a unified national identity. Reallling

the tourist campaigns mentioned earlier, the choice of the Flamenco dancer, a fonn of dance

particu1ar ta only sorne parts of the country especiaIly AndaIusia, imposes a sense of unity on

the country over regions tbat do not sbare the same folklore. The progressive distortions of

these dancers, repeated over and over again tbroughout the canvas contnbutes ta the

understanding of the distorting capacity ofthe mass media to manipulate reality, thus creating

an alternative artfficial one througb ils representation. The 8amenco danœr as a sign of

SpanisJmess. especiaIly as fostered by the Franco regime, is with Equipo Cromca exposed for

being nothing reaI. Sile is merely a construction used ta signity Spain, and the faIsity ofsuch a

sign is exposed by Equipa Crorùca. Furthermore, they employ the objectivity ofmass media to

reveal the reduction of figures to abjects done in consumer society. Folldore, _ does IlOt

represent a flamenco dancer, but the distorting pradice ofmus media in producing images that

make cIaims ta represent personal experïenœ. FoIk/Ofe literally replieates sudt a procedure of

representation in mus media. Equipa CroDÎca's use ofthe seriai techniques of mus media in

art also entaiIs a critique on notions of what techniques belong to the reaIm of art, dus

undermining bath bourgeois notions oftecbnology as progress and art as naturaI, autonomous,

and organic. The resuIt is IlOt the representation ofsame abstract 'buman condition' but rather

a critique of the invasion of capitaIism's tecbnology and instrumentaIity ioto the tibric of

everyday Iifeand the human body.
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It should he recaIled that the series stresses an indiftèrence tbat we reach in the

bombardment ofmass media and aets as an obstructive tùndion in tbis system. The spectator

approacbes wbat he or sbe thinks should he the art abject only to he conftonted with sometbing

else. Gone is the 'aura' ofthe 'genius' artist and 'authentic' art work which bas been replaced

by a coldly painted image tbat replieates what mus media bombards us with. The commonly

ciradated image is re-ciradated only DOW in a reaIm tbat is caIled art, but tbat does IlOt act Iike

art in the modemist sense with its 'apartness' ftom Iife nor in a reaIist sense that mÎ1TOrs

ordinary real abjects. Inst~ what is reflected onto the spectator is a dialogue of signs that

disrupt ead1 other creating asatiric and schizophrenie edge witbin and ofthe language ofsigns.

By creating a series of works on a subject many more tàœts are exposed tbat one

pieture alone cannat show. It al50 avoids the notion of exceptionality of the an abject, or its

situation, and rejects the sacredness of the unique work thus permitting a reflexive

reconstruction of what art does and is within society. The series establisbes a distanœ that

permits a ret1exive reconstruction while avoiding an empathy and outIines a new type of

narrative. It orients the spectator ta variations in sequentiaIity whereby truth is no longer seen

as baving an essenœ., but is a resu1t ofan historie experienœ and artistic eIaboration.

Equipo Cninica al50 made leferences to cultural artifilcts, especiaIly Spanish art, wbiclt

were not directed to a smaU group ofcultural connoisseurs to make allusions ooly sucb people

wouId set. Instead, the reoognizable images they selected for satiric and critical ends were 50

weil known that they were part of the popular culture of Spain. These induded Velizquez's

meninas and dwarves, Goya's grotesque characters and royal portraits, El Greco's elegant

seàJl'es, and Zurbarin's, Murillo's, and Ribera's saints in mystical ecstasy to name just a few.

Sometimes Equipa Cmnica's use ofthese images may seem ta pay bomage, at otber times to

lay the past ta l'est, and occasionally it is more ambivalent leaving the spectator with an

understanding ofthe tensions involved with any attraction to previous art. Equipa Cmoita do

DOt criticize VeI8zquez, Goya, El Greco, or any ofthe artists they cite tbat fonn the canon of

Spanïsb~ but instad lDIIIipuIate the aura they cany with tbem • specifie cultural, social and

poIitical sigus. This serws to demystity and satirize aspects of contemporary society. Equipa

Crônica combine imases ofmass c:uItute tbat constituted the visual beritage tbroush tbeir social

conseaation and ideological canonizatioo.
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Severa! of their series appropriated images fiom the bistory ofpainting, especially that

of Spain, in order to consciously reconstruct the proœss of reconstruction they had already

gODe througb under the regjme and tbrough the systems oflegitimation in Western society.

Spanish painting ofits Golden Age had been used by the regime to create a collective myth ofa

cuIturaIly unified contemporary Spain by fibrieating a sense of cultural inheritance tbat bad

been presented as a coDective imagery.73 Equipa Cr6ni~ by selecting images that had a1ready

gone through a process of selection with the regime, were able to demystify their meaning

otrering a representation ofthe immediate social experience of the original works. Implicit to

tbis endeavour is the sense of a violent and confrootational position being taken because

appropriating images from the State controUed mus media ofSpain in order to he critical of it,

meant being critical ofthe State. They were criticized at the time for presenting notbing more

tban a purely satirical intention in their appropriation ofGolden Age images.. a criticism they

f1atly denied. because the ambiguity that arises is DOt mere satire, but lies in the presentation and

rejection ofthe contaminating power ofmyth, combined with a fascination for that same power

as pure pictoric potential. In this case, the memonbility of the image is what IIlOst fascinated

them. Tbeir borrowing of images ftom Spanîsh art evokes images of both greatness and

corruption, or glorious exttavagances and economic coUapse, of pure spirituality and of the

grossest forms of servitude and exploitation. Also, their depiction of physically degenerate

monarcbs and their attendants and dwarfs bath attract and repel but their legacy in Spanîsh

culture is undeniable.

Theil' procedure of appropriating such cherished images was to he intentionally

disrespecttùl, and one oftheir earlier planned projects involved making ballOODS out ofsome of

the figures of Spanïsh Baroque art to make their sacrilege public. This wu never carried out,

but they did do cardboard images of figures fi'om VeI8zquez's lAs MenintIs, and members of

the royal timily depicted by Goya, which clearly demonstrate their recourse to parody of

images found in popuIar culture and tbe public conscîousness.

The yearly week-long celebration of los fa/las in Valencia is marked by severa!

COIDDIUDity events which include the erection of cardboard and papier-macbé satiric

representations oflocal and foreign celebrities ftom poIitics. the entertainmeot industry7 sports,
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etc. These sculptures are exbibited in practically every square around the city, and attract

crowds of spectators who circulate through the streets to view them while they are being

constructed, and then watch them hum on the Iast clay orthe boliday. Equipo Crônica's use of

the satire involved in this popuJar culture tradition in ~ creates a kind of saai1ege tbat

establishes the artistic in a ditTerent orbit tbat is neitber low nor bigh art. It introduces a new

spaœ where a new dimension of aiticality on and tiom art may arise by demystitYing its

culturally sacred images. This caused great bostillty on the part of Spanîsh art critics who

upheld a criteria for art based on the idea tbat to ereate is an aetivity associated with notions of

authenticity and quaIity. For Equipa Crônica their art practiœ had ta problematize this notion,

and the responsibility of the artist Jay in examining the mechanisms and techniques of the

pajoter ta introduce criticality on the raie ofart in society.

The satiric humor ofEquipo Cronica's art production, was particuJarly relevant ta the

tinte in which tbey wo~ because their choiœ to use it can be understood as having

contnbuted to their desired opposition ta the previous sobriety ofInformalism. Ofthis, WiI6am

Dyckes wrote:

[t bas become too popular ta emphasiz.e the tragic in Spanish art and to draw
gory, convenient comparisons with buDfighting and war. The truth is that only a
smaIl percentage of the artists in Spain maintain a very seriaus toRe, and the
passionate Spanîsh temper is as much an exaggeration as the senorita with the
rose in ber teeth. The 6gbt, the lyrica1 and particuIarly the bumorous are strong
elements of Spanîsh art that go virtualIy ignored wben shows are prepaœd or
generaI ......:.: " wntt" 74

\tIIUQSIDS en.

The Equipa Cromca explored appropriating elements ftom the bistory of art,

maintaining the fonn of the recognizably &mous wade, but a1tering it in a new cultural and

bistorical context. This produces a symptom ofthe bistorical process tbat invaIidates the normal

authenticity ofthe original work, and parody as a linguistic œcourse to obtain such an indirect

opposition. It aœ,epts a bistoricai, cultural article ofelitist or mus consumption and confers on

it a ditTerent mmring througb its decontextualization.

ln the context ofSpain, Helen Graham describes the parody used in popular culture as

a means ofself:protection and a Conn ofcultural resistanœ wbicb beIped people pt by during

74 William Dydœs. SponishArtNow (Madrid: Gdfkas8JasiI, 19fi6): 2.
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the 19405. Site refers to such a strategy as an "affinnative cynicism in desperate times wbich sa

nwch human reciprocity bad been reduced to having an exchange value ofthe market'~. 75 It cao

he argued tbat the irony tbat circulated in Spain's popular culture of the 1940s continued in

subsequent~ induding in las fa/Jas. Equipo Cr6nica mediated between such irony and

combined it with a new iconography tbat was particularly Spaoish, especiaIly when they

appropriated images from its art history and collective imagination. In this way they produced a

violent position that led to an understanding of referenœs tbat were demystified as a

clarification ofapplied consciousness and more immediate social experiences. The paradox lies

in the arbitrariness and subjectivity that is impücit in taking a position and the violence done to

the cited iconography, introducing an element ofambiguity.

It CID be argued that in making an ambiguous presentation their intention was to reJect
the contaminating power of myth. The subject-artist as construeted by the art aetivity CIJD10t

analyze or judge bis position ftom outside the activity, therefore the ooly spaœ offteedom left

is to open the terrain in which he or she moves - painting. Equipo Crânica wu left with no

other choice but to otfer a marked1y ironie aitical ret1ection on the system of painting in its

iconographie repertory, to take images out oftheir previous contexts and insert them in the new

spaœ of the painting they produced. The transcription of the satire and irony 50 prevalent in

Spanïsh popular art into bigh art meant an appropriation ofnon-artistie teclmiques and themes

disseminated through mass media. This otrered severa! advantages to Equipo Cronica's

intentions. F~ it eliminates characteristics of the personal wbich avoids the subjective and

humaniling interpretation often put on abjects and figures wlûch was 50 aucial to tbeir

distancing themselves ftom modemist tendencies which they felt bad failed to integrate an ioto

the social praxis. Second, it creates a sarcastic commentary on the preoœupation with style,

norms and ttaditional canons of good artistic taste. And third, but DOt~ it crestes a

profound irritation in the spectator who feels cbeated when the art abject is negated the

character ofart wbich leads to the potential rejection ofthe ttaditional status of bigh art. The

spectator is conftonted with neither an an abject nor an ordinary abject. but an abject of

criticism

15 Helen GraIIan\ "PopJIarCuhule in tbc "Years cilf1111acr"'~ in Otabamand~*:241.
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Dy rec1aiming the portrait of the clubfooted dwarf by Ribera's Le Pied Bot (164~

Louvre), in their The Insistent (see illustration 3) Equipo Crônica reveals the filet that the

original painting does DOt bear something inberently Spanish as the mass media would like one

to believe. Robbed ofbis original context, and made contemporary with the inclusion ofMirO­

like amorphous creatures, Ribera's famiIiar dwarfgrins out addressing the viewer diredly. But

DOW bis involvemeot with the viewer bas nothing to do with the naturaIism that characterizes

Ribera's figures. Instead, it is as though he sbares in compücit glee bis new position produœd

by Equipo Crônica's decontext1lali7Jltion. As a member of the cultural heritage of Spain that

bas been constructed by the Franco regime through its control over mass media, the dwarfbas

been relegated to the reaIm of high art, and imbued with the aura appropriate to such an art.

Equipa Créniœts appropriation ofan image that carried such an aura serves to decontextuaJize

it doubly. The dwarf's representation tbrough reproductions of the mass media aIready

removed it ftom its original context in order to use it as a sign in a new signitying stnleture.

Equipa Cronica, by doing the sante, aitical1y exposes the use of it as a sign and thus distupts

the structure that bad produced its meanïng. MirO and Ribera's representatiODS, and indeed

those of several other Spanîsh artists, have already been re-represented tbrough reproductive

techniques ofthe mass media conttoDed by the Franco regime bath to create an image ofunity

based on a strong cultural heritage, and as fa1se examples ofthe regime's modemity. Now again

the examples ofMir6 and Ribera are reused by Equipa Cramca in such a way tbat the aura of

authentic Spanïsh art, as tàbrieated and controUed by the regime, is disrupted making way for a

potentially critical art tbat may continue to make such disruptiODS in the fonnation of signs.

80th Ribera's dwart: and MirO'5 amorphous creatures DOW inhabit a new spaœ that is not

familiar to them in the sense that it is IlOt their original envirorunent, but it is fiuniliar to tbem in

that tbey still dweIl in art, just anotber kind ftom another âme with another intention. No longer

are tbese misplaœd and oddIy associated appropriations signitying wbat tbey usai ta: in the

case ofRibera the remarkable naturaIism intùsed with a humanism tbat bad been usurped by the

Franco regime to construet a national identity based on a strons cultural heritage, and in the

case ofMirO creatures tbat exist in the imagination of the artist beyond the baoaIity of reaIîty.

They are DOW used byEquipa CrOnica ta cbaIIenge notions ofwbat tbey came to mean througb

the Iegitimation ofthe Fnmco regime and neo-capitaIism, bealuse tbeir power to signity tbat
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they signity nothing bas been exposed. The spectator is the one who participates in the

formation ofmeaning around the art object. The mearnng is not inherent to the art object nor is

it a truth to he reveaIed by the~ but it is a changing and never tixed mœning that is aItered

across lime and coloured by the reading ofthe individual spectator.

Equipa Cronica's use ofhumor in tbis attempt to change the role ofart vis-a-vis society

is aIso e\lidenced in The Meal of 1973 (see illustration 4). A 8hasdY toothless creature out of

Goya's disturbing oil on canvas paintings at the Quinta dei Sordo SlIpS on a modem meal

consisting of a modemist fish while an appte and cabbage (elements from Sinchez Cotân

bodegon or seventeenth œntury stiII-1ife painting), dangle nearby. Wlthin arm's reach is a cubist

boUle of seItzer and glass. The juxtaposition ofthese elements ftom Spain's cu1tw'aI heritage,

that indude its Golden Age era ofart in the stilllifè, the Romantic heritage in the figure of the

old woman, and its more modem cubist and perhaps Surrealist exploration in the food she eats,

strike the spectator as odd and he or she is left uncertain as ta wbat the message ÎS. They

sarcastical1y transenbed the satire and irony of popular art ÏDto bigh lit and vice versa in

appropriating ti'om art history. Does this invite abandonment and passivity in the surcharge of

information, or on the contrary, does it invite participation in the sensorial bombardment or

even critical distance by refening to conditions of perception? Does its aggressivity on the

spectator rea1ly redefine the relationsbip with the spectator, or is the aura ofart maintained by

the contexts ofthe works? These questions are difticult to answer but it CID he agreed tbat they

are the resuIts of the strategy of appropriation of other media outside what is normally

considered wonhy of high art. Such a disruption of the traditional role and definition of art

reformulates the raie ofvision in art. The perturbing role ofthe an abject that solicits ftom the

spectator an intense encroaclunent that is de-routed and makes the spectator conscious of

conditions around silJDÜÏœtÎo, especiaIIy artistic signification. The etreet is inseparable ftom

the aggressive iconography, but is accompanied by a deconstruclion of the spaœ ofthe pieture

and procedures oftraditional ilIusionism. Tbere is no "'CSSIge within the painting itsel( but the

viewer DOW needs to participate in the creation of meaning tbat may arise. The spectator is

presented witb a collage ofthe bistory ofpainting in Spain, ahistory ofits classic greatest bits.

This serves to draw attention to Equipa CrôDica's own production as complicit in the

formation ofsigns tbrougb repreentation, and is stressed by the references tbey make to tbeir
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own practiœ as artïsts. They focus on the question ofthe power ofsignification ofpainting and

its Iimits wbich are situated in the polarity between bigh culture and mass culture, or low

culture. The fimction of bigh culture, including the avant-garde which bas historical1y been

trapped in the system it cbaIIenged, is to assure differentiation, to employ a real entity in

contrast to mass culture tbat keeps in place the position ofart in a capitalist society.

Their desire to cbange the traditional raie ofart is tùrther evidenced in their immersion

offigures ftom Spain's Golden Age into a contemporary environment filled with objects that

represent the tint fonns of consumption in Spain, like the pressure cooker, computers, etc.,

which is wbat their series entitled La Recuperacidn of 1968-69 did. As aIready mentioned the

images ftom Spanish art that they appropriated make up the visual, political, social, and adtural

history of Spain, and bave been used by the regime as signs of identity ofa historica1 present.

Appropriating them satirical1y disrupts their logie witbin the Spanish system ofms legitimation.

The sense of history that is reclaimed by representing the govemors and defenders of the

Spanish Bourbon or Habsburg monarchies serve to create a repertory ofthe signs ofidentity of

a historical present. Their recontextualization makes evident the simiIar reclamation these

images went tbrougb as a consequence ofa politica1 proœss, and IlOt a quaIity natural to or

inherent in the images. They produce a synchronicityof_ place, and fimc:tion. For exampl~

in their Antechamber of 1968 (see illustration 5), is there a diftèrenœ between El Greco's Man

with G/ove seated bebind a modem veneer-finisb desk with bis band on his chest and the simiJar

coDtemPOruy figure of an office manager or politician seated in bis office? It would seem

Equipo Croniœ is implying there may ROt be. Furthermore, the man bas a nasty weapon at bis

disposai, and the question put forward to the spectator is whose weapon is il? Does the man

bave it because he beIongs to the social structures that trap art in its ~apartness' fi"om 6fe to

maintain privileged positions? Or, does he bave the weapon to represeDt~ betause he is after

ail a recognizable figure ftom Spanîsh an, which tbrougb its position in society tries to creste

spaœs and dialogue tbat disrupt the powers tbat make art inert? The ambiguity present in the

formation ofsucb questions contributes to negating the spectator the abiIity to rad it the way

tbat is conventionaIly tbougbt to be the cbaracter ofart. This disrupts and rejects sucb a notion

ofthe art object tbat is imbued with meaning or the artists penonaIity, and serves ta redefiœ

the reIationsbip between Equipa Cronica, their art abject, aad the spectator. Tbeir refaenœ to
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art was intended to he critical of art and society by appropriating the images such a society

controls tbrough mass media to aeate signs. El Greco's portrait as CIDOnical example of

Spanish cu1tural heritage, is put by Equipa Crônica within his contemporary reaIity as a sign

within a political1y motivated mass media control over the cultural heritage of oontemporary

Spain. The gentleman bas been recontext1lalized into the rai modem world ofEquipa Cranica

and the spaœ of contemporary experienœ wbich brings in Pop Art's idea of intervention. It

ereates neither an ordinary obj~ nor an art abject. Instead, El Greco's gentleman becomes an

abject ofaiticism by being exposed as a sign. This serves to comment on the power ofmyth as

a stabilizing element of fàscist power, and on the ability, or Iack thereot: of art to impact

experienœ by disrupting the stabilizing impact ofsigns in representation.

Equipo Cronica contnbuted to the debates around art with avant-garde intentions by

focusing on their own practice as anists, and examining art tendencies oftheir time to take their

agendas 10 task. Their series Policia y Cu/lUTa of 1971, (see illustrations 6 and 7), explored

tbeir interest in contemporary movements most fully by painting teams ofunifonned oppressors

juxtaposed with elements borrowed ftom modem and contemporary art. Wbile their reasons for

quoting images tiom the reaIm ofart bas aIready been, and will continue to be explored in tbis

thesï, the figures ofthe aggressors represent abstractions of police and miJitary interventions

occurring contemporaneously with their art production. It is clear that by induding figures that

point directIy to political and social realities around tbem, (like the Vietnam war, the student

movements ofMay '68, and the Civil Rigbts Movement) Equipa Crénica wu trying to infuse

their art practice into the social practiœ. They used alarge format (2 x 2 mettes) with a bighly

complex system of visual referenœs to decontextualize and recontextualize the images taken

ftom mass media along with images of twentieth century avant-garde painting and newer

tendencies with avant-garde intentions. They described tbeir intentions in tbis series as:

No consideramos la aetividad artfstica como uœ aetividad aut6noma, pero eIlo
110 quiere decir que pensamos que el conocimiento de clicha fenOmeno pucda
explicarse excIusivamente en tùndOn ciel entomo en que se produce. Estos
paraIeIos son tan meanista como tiecuentes. La aetividad artistica posee Ieyes
que le son propias, y para nosotr'OS. 5610 ciel conocimiento de estas mecanjsmos
dellenguaje en cacia caso concreto, ai c:omo dei anilisis ciel medio donde se
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produ~ lugar y tiempo también concretos, se pueden extraer respuestas
produetivas.76

In questioning the complee inter-re1ationsbip between art and society~ tbey did not

consider art as autonomous, wbich does IlOt mean that it can be understood by what surrounds

it. For Equipo Cr6nica, artistie adivity bas its own laws, and knowing the mecbanisms of the

Jan8' lage, as weil as being able to analyze the way it is produced, otfers the possibÜÏty for

productive answers because it admits that no neutraIity exists or is possable around such an

artistic activity. They wanted to reveal the discipline of art not in a systematie way but as

something that in each historie situation is concrete with its own internai contradictions and

doubts. The spaœ created by painting can be one ofbberty.

This series wu made between the faIl of 1970 and the spring of 1971 for an exhibition

in Barcelona at the School of Architec:ts, and was their mast ambitious project to date. It

consists of eight canvases of equal size (200 x 200 cms), and was inspired by a specifie

bistorical situations in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the European student movements of

1968 which in Spain were poütica1ly diftèrent than those in France. The series suggests a

narrative but DOt in the traditioœl sense beawse there is no order of sequence, not even witbin

an individual sceœ. The &ct is. it deals with one siDgldar theme: the power of art tàced with

social realitïes. The poSSlbility of a reading is not evident here because there is no Iinearity.

~ an ambiguity is created through the unexpected association of images creating wbat

Equipa Cr6nica caIIed their "barroquismo compositivo".Tl It incIudes iconographie

appropriations that run the gamut of diverse avant-garde tendencies of the twentieth eentury~

but it is most significant tbat American Pop, which was tùndamental to their initial formation,

appears here appropriated in the same way that ExpressiomSlD, Dadaism, SurreaIi~ etc. A

discussion of This One Won 't Gel (see illustration 6) AlRl)' and Pim-Pam-Pop (see illustration

7) will describe why.

The aitical capacity ofart is questiooed and perhaps even negated in This One Wœ 't

Get Away. The question "who is Ims oneT' is immediately made, but the answers are IlOt sa

clear. Are they the Figurationists~ Bamn) elements of wbose imagery appear here?
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And ifso, wbat does the question mean? Is it a statement by Equipa CréDica to suggest they do

DOt think suclt art cm be critica1? Ifso, are they criticizing Figurationists who do not enter the

discursive pltentials available in appropriating the images and techniques of mus media? Or

are they referring to the broader eategory ofart practice in general wben conftonted with real

physical force? Tbroughout the seri~ stonn-trooper types stomp through environment5

consisting of elements &om several modern and contemporary art movements. There is a

certain ambiguity in each scene, but wbat is clear is Equipa Cronica's probing issues of

criticality in art vis-a·vis society by taking up the styIistic repertoires available to the twentieth

century national and international avant-garde. This painting bas an emphasis on the

simuItaneity and juxtaposition of contrasting compositional bierarchies that creste a pidoric

scenario that is purely artificial and construeted, and not representative ofanytbing in panicular,

exœpt for issues conceming the avant-garde. This type of complet and artificial fragmented

pietoric spaœ opens a spaœ for aIIegory and ambivaIenœ where it is not the gaze of the

spectator but bis or ber visua1 and ideological memory that is fundamentaL It is not about

Equipa Cronica's impression ofthe events, but their re-representation creating a strong visuaI

impact with its ambivalence towards its original social context and mass media representation.

Equipo Crônica understand the styIistic repertoire of the avant-garde as constituting a system

which is closed contextually with a bourgeois origin in how it is legitimized in capitalist society.

Pop Art's blatant introduction ofmass culture iota the reaIm ofart seemed to have opened up

the system, because by appropriating and isolating images from mass culture, their meaning

changes by being intùsed with ~articity' in their inclusion in another system. Thus, for examp1e.

to read Lichtenstein, the spec:tator approadles it with an understanding of it as art, wlûch is

difFerent tiom how the same spectator wouId approach a comic book. Uorens descnbes this

eftèct as wearing diftèrent glasses, and writes:

la décontextualisation mutuelle des imaps (...) en proposant des lunettes pour
lire des lunettes. ce qu'ils proposent aux fidèles c'est de retourner le chemin
qu'ils ont jusqu'a1on &il: de retourner le chemin vers la constitution d'une
conscience sociale diftërentielle. Ne serait-œ pas. peut-être, le seul niveau où
Itart de nos jours peut espérer atteindre la conscience sociale?lI
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The avant-garde goal ofEquipo CréDica is to propose a diftèrent way of approacbing

the art object 50 tbat the spectator cm leave with a diftèreot awareness ofbis or ber experienœ.

The artist mereIy proposes ways oflooking at the ways oflooking in the formation ofmeaoing

in representation, and the structures that operate in society to control representation. It is left

up to the spedator to chose how to define art and society, and where to he positioned between

art and collective action. As Uorens asks, is this involvement ofthe spectator's experienœ not

the only way for art ofour times to have an impact on the social praxis?

Pim-Pam-Pop (see illustration 7) is another painting from the Policia y CU/lUTa series

that made encyclopedic referenœs ta contemporary art. They linked suc:h appropriations to a

theme ofvietim (art) and victimizer (poütical vebicles ofcontrol) wbich aet as dehDerate balbs

against modemist artists who they thougbt irresponstble beawse of their emphasis on

expressions of the individual psyche which avoided direct political engagement. Wbat

underlines tbis series is the point that ail artistic freedom is granted to the artist by the state

under conditions tbat are mutually understood. Art cm be manipulated and deva1ued no matter

how revolutionary it tries to be. The artist never sucœeds in defeating what it opposes, and as

such becomes an insuument of repression. As Dan Cameron wrote: "Part of the underlying

sense of tbis series, perbaps, is that ail styles are equaIly impotent 'sainst the~ and

therefore equaIIy complicit in its crimes".79 The wit in Equipa Cr6nica lies in making titis

modem an wbat a totalitarian state wouId deem sociaIly undesirable: an attack on its way of

being in and maintaining power. This makes them political artïsts. But art is here shawn as

helpJess wben contionted with reaIîty. The environment in Pim, Pam, Pop is a purely

contemporaneous one. ALiclttenstein industrial setting dominates the background, while police

devastate the field of Warhol tlowers by marching tbrougb it. A fm Cine sboe floats to the

rigbt ofthe canvas. but at tint sigbt resembles a pistol banging &am the policeman's bell AIso

floating around the foresround are a Warhol soup CID, a Licbtenstein comic book-Iîke

rendering of a brusbstroke.. a Morris geometric shape, and a Rauschenberg nude. The

irreIevancy ofthese contemporary artistic eIemeots to real actions taking plaœ give a sense of

the inevitable tiilure ofart in participating in redefining its mie in society. Equipa CrOniœ are

heœ asIâng tbemselves and the viewer wbat it means to be avant..gank\ and if il can be
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achieved at ail wben faœd with physical realities. Ultimately~ it would seem tbat avant-garde art

is bound to fàil in its attempt to have art participate in changing the social praxis by

transforming the position of art ~a-vis society, but even with tbis assumption, the Equipo

Crénica contimled to work and explore the possibilities available to them through

appropriation, seriaIism, and objectivity. As Uorens described it earlïer, the only potential for

success of the avant-garde lies in art's participation in the formation of a diftèrent social

consciousness in the spectator by presenting a disruption in the formation and circulation of

signs.

This exploration of issues around the avant-garde were further explored in Equipo

Crénica's Seria Negra of 1972. This series aise recontexhlaljzed images of mass culture and

the avant-garde, but added the concept ofgenre in order to challenge the division between high

and low art. Genre is a mode ofexpression that bas been expuIsed from higb art. and Equipa

Cronica chose to fucus tbis series on the gangster film genre that was sa prevalent in Spain

during the 19505 which bad contributed to its initial period of apertura, appropriating its

violence. Their Painting ;s 1;1ce Punching (see illustration 8) humorously dramatizes the image

of themselves as militants operating for social change. The painted tubes of paint juxtaposed

over a painting of wbat looks like it couId be a scene trom a gangster movie exaggerates the

ditfereoœ between the two media. Equipa CréDica's inclusion ofthe reproductive tecbrùque of

film points to previous caUs for art'5 inclusion of reproductive techniques, but Equipa Cranica

painted the tedmique. creating an ironie positioning ofthemselves between notions ofhigh and

low. To aitique the notion ofhigh art, they appropriatcd the imagery oflow art, ooly to retum

it to bigh again thraugh the aet ofpainting il. Herein lies the paradox ofthe avant-garde in its

precarious position created through societYs definition ofart in a capitaIist system.

Their series Autopsiade un oficio (Autopsy ofa profession) of 1970, eIaborates on tbis

non-fixed position ofthe avant-garde and bas u its central tbane the aetivity ofpainting. The

series iDustrates their attempt to analyze their own production witbin a wider exarnination ofthe

practice ofpainting. Their The Dog (see illustration 9) portrays tbem witbin their own practiœ

ofpainting by standing in the royal chambers wbere VeIizquez's lAs Meninas wu painted

They bave literaIly immened tbemse1ws in the spbere of art, in order ta understand its

79 cameron: 129.
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mechanisms, and way of signitYing. The scantiIy-dad duo stand inside the system of art tbey

cbaIleng~ interropted in their painting of the dog that bas in their representation taken on

gigantic proportions. This painting depicting tbeir unfinisbecf painting draws our attention to the

fàct that tbey await ftom us the spectator, an indication ofwhere their projea wiIllead Theirs

is anever-ending undertaking, because the avant..garde intentions tbey strive for can ooly come

from our and society's redefinition oftheir position as artists.

Their series entitled Guernica of 1969 is probably the best example witb wbich ta

iIIustrate the artistic intentions ofthe Equipo Crônica, (see illustrations 10, Il, 12). The history

behind Picasso's Guemica. of 1937, is a loaded o~ and IlOt simply for Spanish contemporary

artists. The many publications on this work in particular, and on Picasso generally, attest ta its

importance as an example ofavant..garde twentieth centwy art. It wu painted for the Spanish

pavillon in the 1937 World's Fair in Paris, which was devoted to the struggles and suffering of

the Spanish during the Civil War. In 1968 Franco began making attempts to have il sent to

Spain in orcier to demonstrate that bis regime was abandoning ils original hostility toward the

work and possably towards Picasso. The significance oftbis Hes in bis attempt to generate an

image of Spain as modem, combined with the prestige ofpossessing a world &mous painting.

[t wu general1y hoped that it wouJd help improve the stance of the FIlUlCO regime toward

fomp culture, and even modem art. Picasso responded to the Spanîsh govemment's request

with a resounding DO, thoush he did state tbat he did want it in Spain ~'when the Republic sbaU

be restored.,,80 In 1970 he changed titis to: "when pubüc hberties will be reestablished in

Spain".11 Exactly how to detennine the appropriate tinte for its retum was the subjed ofdebate

duringthe late 1970'~ until finaIlyin 1977 il was secret1ytransfered ftom New York's Museum

ofModem Art to the Casa dei Buen Retiro in Madrid. Many headIines at the tinte revealed the

political significanœ of dS retum to a new demoaatic Spain. However, the coup d'état in

February 1981, brousbt into question the aetual opportune time to bring it to Spain, and it

remained locked until its protective case was rady for installation. The official viewiDg of it

occured Oc:tober 23~ 1981, and was widely beld as a testimony ofnational reconciliation.

10 llencbell B. Chipp. Picosso sGltemica: Hi.ory. tran.sjiJnrfation.r. metllfings (BeŒeky: UDiversily of
CaIifomia~1988):171.
Il PicasIo quoIal in Cbipp: 171.
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The historical significanœ ofPicasso's Guernica is widely varied. At the Paris World's

Fair, it served as propaganda for the Republican cause, and tben was viewed as a symbol ofthe

atroeities ofthe war as evidenced inS~ and wu made ÏDto a symbol ofcampaigns oPPOsing

war and promoting peaœ and überty. In the 19705 in Spain, it beaune a symbol for a new

Spain and beaune a significant force in both the reconciliation of old hatreds and in the final

heaJing ofwounds tram the WIC. More recent1y, the ceremonial removal of its protective case

bas been used as an exemplar ofthe permanency ofdemocracy in Spain. Its place in art bistory

is equaIly varied. It generally became a subject of controversy between abstraet and more

representational artists with a social consciousness. As Herschel B. Cmpp wrote: "Guernica

beaune recognized not only as one ofthe great monuments ofmodem art but atso as a unique

example ofthe role a powertù1 work ofart could play in forming our view of the condition of

the modem world and even in shaping political history itself'.n It became a painting charged

with poJitical and artistie symbolic value.

The questioning Equipa Cronica went tbrougb on their own practicc as artists, and

tbeir choice ofPicasso's Guernica as a starting point on this issue seems appropriate because as

Bozat put it: "Porque Picasso se ha convertido en si en el simbolo de la dificil demoaacia

espaiiola',.13 He also said that: "Si antes fue... emblema de la resistenci~ basta convertir

Guernica en una ~estampa' que aportaba suficientes senas de identidad sobre su poseedor,

ahora empieza a ser el emblema de la transiciôn y de su presunta consolidaclôn".... Art cao

always be used to serve specifie interests in social COnstlUctîons, regardless of the original

intentions of the artist, but it is precisely this power of art to represent that opens up the

possability for avant-garde strategies, especiaIIy wben it is the intention of the artist to put into

question the system ofrepresentation in society and art.

This series represected an oPPOnunity for Equipa CroDÏca to reftect on the

transfonnative proœss of an image and its signification by looking al one particular painting

ftom the canon of Spanïsh art history, tbus limitùJg the meaninp around il, and seIectiDg a

contemporary art piece tbat was beavily chargcd with signification uxl imbued with a certain

value as didléofthe symbolic. But, more importantly, il aDowed tbem to explore issues arouud

112 Ibid. 159•
83 MaaIIesLam: 163.
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being political painters, with avant-garde intentions. By appropriating Gllenlica and its aura

they were suggesting that the stmggles Picasso contended with in 1937 were still present in

1969. Furthennore, by playing the raie ofpolitical painters they made clear, as Dan Cameron

suggested, that "once the artist bas embraced ms or her medi~ there can he no escape from

the MUseum as priso~ even mausoleUl1\ the ultimate repository ofail bis or her energy~ labor~

and ambivalence".8S The ultimate fate of the avant-garde is ta be rendered inen in its

assimilation ioto the social construction ofan that it critiques.

n,e [Iltrustioll (see illustration 10) is a humorous illustration of the avant-garde

incorporation of mass culture to the rea1m of art. Here, a Spanish eornie book figure,

(resembling a figure from the clays ofEl Cid, a Spanish hero in the wars of e.xpulsion against

the Moors), is shown wreaking havoc within Picasso's already tumultuous setting of the

Gllen,ica. High art meets low an here in a literai representation ofthe avant-garde intention of

redefining art within society, in arder ta allow art participate in the social praxis.

lhe Banquet (see illustration Il) is taken from Zurbarân's St. Hughes at the Carnlsians

Reftctory (Seville Musuem), and the diners are a group made up of recognizable religious

figures, contemporary figures whose representation seem to have been taken from

eontemporary newspapers (perhaps they are recognizable public figures in Spain at the time),

and a contie book soldier trom the days ofthe Spanish Reconquest. They are being served by a

humble servant on loan to them from the heritage of Spanish painting, as they prepare to cline

on violated figures from Picasso's already violated Guen'ica. A mysterious figure, strangely

resembling Franco outside of army unifonn, overlooks the scene in the room lit by the light in

Picasso'5 GlIen,ica. The criticality of the avant-garde seems to he seriously compromised here

when faced with politics, the paralyzing institution of art, and the Christian zeal of the

institutions in Spain.

The third painting in the series Gllernica is entitIed The ~·Îsit (see illustration 12~ The

tâte of the Spanish avant-garde, indeed every avant-garde, is being imprisoned into the very

system it intended to attack - art. Here, the figures of Picasso~5 Guemica are about ta be

caught as they try to escape the space they have been confined to in society - the museum, or as

14 Bozalquotcdin Lazo: 163.
IS Cameron: 128.
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Dan Cameron described il, the prison (as hinted at in the barred skylight) and mausoleum.

Official dignitaries are about ta enter the chamber that houses the Guenlica, and we are left

wondering what wiU happen next. Will there he enough lime for the figures to escape their

situation., which is highly unlike1y? Will they try to retum ta their spaces within the painting to

hide the faet that they refuse to he confined ta the space created for the~ where they will wait

until the next opportune moment? Or will there he a moment ofclash between the two opposed

groups?

Veta~ the Equipo Crônica gives the spectator ambiguity which is meant ta irritate.

We only know that that is their anistic intention. This series caUs upon the viewer to read ail the

possible themes at once in their radical and random difference. This requires the reader ta

follow the mutation in the logic ofrepresentation in making demands on rus or her capacity for

understanding aesthetie representation, and ta somehow rise ta a level where the perception of

such ditrerence becomes the new mode of grasping reality. This proves ta be the success of

their art because by affording the spectator glimpses into the power or authenticity of

representatio~ a new space emerges aUowing tor a critical distantiation. Equipo CraDica needs

ta be seen as having entered a zone that had been forbidden ta an in Spain in the pre-figurative

clays due ta censorship and the general cultural repression of the Franco-regime, while

acknowledging the ideological constraints which define an and the avant-garde as a system.

This understanding produces an ironie hornage ta the attempts of Picasso, an aIlegory for the

helplessness ofart when up against rea1 power, for what Picassot 5 career meant to the younger

generation of Spanish anistst and an undermining of clichés about Spanish an in general. The

art production ofthe Equipa Cr6nica is about avant-garde painting as a produet and prisoner of

high culture, exposing the limitations and renouncing any illusion of transœnding them. But

without abandoning painting. they continued to participate in the meaning ofthe avant-garde.
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Chapterm

Until now, a discussion focusing on issues of artistic ethical engagement, and debates

over the role of the artist and art vïs-a-vîs society bave been eIaborated in order to place the

production of Equipa Craniœ into context. It bas entaiJed a coverage of issues that

demonstrate a fucus on visual meaning and signification in generaI, and an urgency in

addressing socioeoonomic configurations

To CODtextualize the work ofEquipo Crânica within its time and country this chapter

will look al seme issues surrounding art in relation ta the legacy of Modemism, issues and

strategies ofthe avant-garde, Spanish views on these two, and contemporary interpretations of

the sucœsses or failures of the strategies eIaborated within these debates in order to situate the

critical potential ofart within neo-capitalism whiclt still bas relewncy in contemporary Spain.

IDternational Upcy ofDlodernilm

Modemism and avant-garde identity are always based on two cultural phenomena,

traditional bourgeois higb culture and the vemaodar culture as it is inaeasingly ttansformed

into modern commercial mass culture.

High modernism in art bas defined its relation to mus culture with an insistenœ on the

autonomy of art production, hostility to mass culture, a radical separation of cultural and

ewryday Iife, and a programmatic distance ftom political, economic, and social COnœrDS.

Modemism begins in the forced marginalization ofthe artistic voadion. An examination ofhow

art aligns itseIf to the pressing demands of pub6c Iife where individuality couId ooly be

expressed in private aets ofseIf~in disuncing and blocking out the gray realities

ofadministration and production in tàvour of the 6gbter worId ofurban leiue and spectade

wberein the subjective expression of fteedom becomes a tùnction of a supplied identity

detacbed fi'om social mechanisms. In this way, Modemism connotes an autono~~

9df:râerential and seIf-critical artistic pracbœ.

Clement Greenberg is one proponent ofModenism who insisted on such a eategorical

separation ofligh art and mus culture, with a political imp.dse bebind saving the dignity and

autonomy of the art work ftom the totalitarian pressures ofFucist mass spectades, Socia6st
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Realism, and an ever more degraded commercial mus culture in the West. In bis U Avant·garde

and Kitsch". published in 1939, he starts out with the fiat rejection ofa limited frame offormai

aesthetîcs. The crisis in art that resulted ftom the economic pressure of industry devoted ta the

simulation ofart in the form ofreproducible ClI1tun1 commodities or mass culture wu the basis

for bis argument. Modemism for bim is what art is left with after it is stripped of its marketable

qualities. In '70wards a Newer LacOOn". of 1940, he wrote that art \VIS isolated in its medium

to restore an identity ofan art, whereby the opacity ofthe medium must be emphasized. Mas

culture determined the fonn bigh adture must assume. It is prior and determining, Modemism

is its etr~ therefore admitting an interdependenœ ail about repulsion and no attraction. Kitsch

for Greenberg, exists to fin a vaa.aum which compensates the surrender of personal autonomy

to the discipline ofthe workplaœ in the intense development oftime left over; lost control over

one's Iitè is rediscovered in the symboüc and atfedive experienœs DOW defined as specifie

leisure. A contradiction between oppositional art and the publie with an appetite for no other

kind ofopposition led to an autonomous practice, that saw the commodification ofadture as a

negation of the real thing, or the rich and coherent symboüc dimension of collective Iife of

earlier times. Modemist art for Greenberg was an art that acted as a critical response ta the

perverse laws ofcapital undemeath the apparent variety and allure ofmodem urban spectacle.

Theodor Adomo sbared a simiIar view ofModemism. For bim, the exchange value in

society reduœd everything into quantitative equivalences retlecting the bourgeois need to

subjugate everything to the seme principle. Art bad become an endangered medium resisiting

tbis general tendency, but it lacked the social int1uenœ derived ftom baving a communicable

content. To resist conforming to society, art must be related ta the social totality, resist il and

not attempt to communieate with ~ thus creati.-.g an absolute negation. Modemism wu a

mistrust for the ward as bearer ofmeenin& directing its entire energy towards the negation of

an ossified language oftbougbt forms tbat art bad become. His was a sociopolitical pessimism

Serious art could ooly negate the neptivityofreality, tbus maintaining the separation ofart 8Dd

realïty. Only tbrough negation does the work maintain ils indepeDdence, autollOmy, its claim to

truth. For bim, it wu neœssary to maùJtajn tbis distiDetion becillse in the modem, rationally

orpniœd capitaIistic state, even culture Ioses its indepel'dcrœ and is deprived of its critical
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substance. The praxis ofthis adture industry subordinates all spiritual and intellectual creation

to the profit motive. In a radio leaure in 1963, he said:

Culture industry is the purposeful integration of its consumers from above. It
also forces a reconciliatiOD ofbigh and low art. wbich bave been separated for
tho.sands ofyears, a reconciliation which damages both. Higb art is deprived
ofits seriousness because its eBèct is programmed; low art is put in cbains and
deprived ofthe unruly resistanœ inherent in it wben social control was oot yet
total.86

Peter Bürger otrered arguments in tàvour ofthe avant-garde strategies ofthe twentieth

century and their attack to alter the iostitutiooal commerce with art wbicb had pushed artists to

the margins ofsociety.87 He feIt tbeir suœess lay in the skepticism in an artistic language as a

means for discussing the nonns and values. The newfound Modemist strategies led to art's

dissociation of language tram traditional fonns of narration, described as a transformation of

fonn into content which was DOW about the apartness trom the praxis of life that had always

constituted to the institutional status ofart in bourgeois society. It ereated an intensification of

art's separateness from Iife, and artists reached an inaeased consciousness of their techniques

(ie. how material is applied and its potential for eftèct). Their sttategies were logical but aIso

negative in the sense that tbey led to semantic atrophy. By turning onto itse1( aesthetics had

severed itseIf trom ail social relevanœ, and avant-garde artists were forced to recognize the

social inconsequentiality of autOllOmous art, consequent1y leading them back into the social

praxis. Therefore, for Bürger, it bad notbing to do with the consciousness of~ but a

contiwation oftendencies aIready present in Aestbeticism. In the 19205 the tint an movements

to tum against the institution of 'art' and its autODOmy wu diftèrent from previous nineteenth

œntury attempts at avant-garde strategies wbich were determined by an aœeptanœ of tbis

autonomy. The avant-garde ofthe 19205 attempted 10 transform 'l'art pour l'art' isolation from

reaIity into ut active rebelliOD tbat would make art productive for social change, tbrough

aiticism and selfaiticism. This presupposes the tàiIure ofbourgeois society and sinœ il will

DOt dIange the avant-garde's attempt ta integrate art and life, il bad to tàil beaulse orthe tàIse

sublations ofthe artIIife didlotomy in tàscism witb its aestbeticization ofpolitical Western mass

16 Adamo quoredby ADdIeaHu,...,wrbe CUIbnl Politics œPop". in AIJl TayIar~ cd.: 51.
17 JocIICIl~ "F0I'CWIId: TbayafMadcrDiSlll~Theoryoftbc A\'8Dl.Qude"~ inPeletBOqcr's
1'h«wyof*AVdfJl-Grœ~~ UDMnrityofMinrna~ 1914):xi
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culture with its fietionalization ofreality, and in Social Rea1ism with ils claims of reaIity status

for its fictions.

For Bürger, the avant-garde's intention of reintegrating art into the Iife praxis cannot

0CQI1" in bourgeois society, exœpt in the form of a faIse sublation or overcoming of

autOllOmous art. For him, worked-through experience can only he the consequence of an

adequate total understanding of the social. Avant-garde linked to bourgeois society is neitber

positive nor negative but we need to shift the focus away ftom the question ofevaluation and

toward the break the avant-garde made with art as institution. The institution of art and

bourgeois society makes tbis investigation mandatory. The avant-garde questioning of its

mechanics makes possible an examination ofthe exclusion ofcertain works as low art.

Alt cao he both protest against and protection for the status-quo because of its

ambivalent position in bourgeois society. Art that protests the a1ienation in society and insists

on participation in the ideals ofthe future tù1fills the classical-romantic notion ofart in modem

society. But, because it is detached and autooomous from society, this art can become a mere

compensation for lack in society, serving to afIirm social conditions il does not protest.Il On

the level ofartistic content, art dissociated itseIf ftom its communicative function in society in

Modemism and radically set itseIf against society in this way. Modemist artists were not just

reacting to society with feelings of ennui, angst, etc... nor merely reacting to the social with

last-ditch efforts at breaking up and disIodging prevailing styles. Instead they bad created an

emphasis on the pathos and not praxis for art. The modernist avant-garde aetive1y attaeked the

institution ofart, not to isolate tbemseIves, but to reintegrate themselves and their an ioto Iife ­

this intention is evidenœd in severa! manifestos oftheavant~ in surrueaüsm and Russian

Constructivism for example. Tlùs design ta destroy the institution of~ pennitted its existence

and significanœ ta become visible and perceivabIe. Modemist art couId only sive body to social

aiticism tbrough the stylistic weapons Iike Abstraction tbat made it autooomous with its art for

art's sake attitude and iDdividual transeendax:e over the alienation of bourgeois society. In

such a way il ttied to undermine the bomogeliOUS ideolO8Y ofbourgeois society. This left the

bistorical avant-garde of the 19205 with the opponunity ta attaclt the institution of art once

aesthetic or modemist art radically separated itseIfftom society.
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The institution ofart bas been bound to the social, and critics saw work in the sphere of

art as a privileged domain apart fi'om society. Thus, the institution of art mediates art with

bourgeois society, and the autOllOmy ofart is derived ftom its social tùnction as art in modem

society. Art ofFered a better world to the bourgeoisie that wu precariously balanœd between

the negative and the atIinnative, and the avant-garde social praxis aimed at intervening and

disrupting in this social rea1ity. It understood that the bourgeois institution of art wbich

supported the autODOmy ofart left it impotent ta intervene in sociallife and therefore the avant­

garde developed ditferent concepts of the work of art. If artists couId create undosed,

individual segments ofart that open themselves to supplementary responses, then the aesthetic

fragment and organic wbole ofRomantic artworks wouJd be different, for it wouId challenge its

spectators to make it an integrated part of bis or ber rea1ity and to relate it to their material

experieoœ.

Only by setting the avant-garde within the broad context of cultural politics and the

consciousness industry, cao the avant-garde be understood. The concept of experience in art

must change depending on whether society is identified with language or ROt. Experience must

emerge ftom the ruptures within the system and exposed by the avant-garde. The merely

particular remains just that: it materializes momentari1y and is oever tied to anything general in

society. For this reason, the use ofthe series by artists seeking criticality, ofrered a spaœ for the

sensuous-material experience to he made possable. The Jansuage of modemist Abstraction

prevailing in Iate capitali~ is an an that could be construed as never beins linked to society,

the resuIt for the alienated subject creating a search for at1irmative forms ofexpression.

New possibiIities are presented with Walter Benjamin and Bertolt Brecht. Benjamin

wu int1uenced by Brecht and like him he tried to develop the revolutionary tendenàes ofart

out ofthe production relations ofcapitalism.19 He used the Marxist conviction tbat capitalism

senerates productive forces tbat make the abolition ofcapitaIism both possible and necessary.

The productive forc:es are the artists and the artistic tecbnique, especiaIIy wben they use the

reproduction techniques of film and photography. By using De\V means ofartistic production,

as for exampIe Dada bad doue with montage, the avant-prde proved tbat the criterion of

a lbicL XXoW.

19~64
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bourgeois aesthetics wbich involved notions ofauthenticity, aura, and originality, bad become

obsolete. For Benjamin wbat the avant-garde intended and, ta a certain exteot, achieved was a

relentless destruction ofthe aura ofan which they branded as reproductions througb the very

means ofproduction, tbereby destroying the bourgeois concept ofan autonomous and etemal

art. Buts ultimately they fiùled beatuse out of negation alone, neither a new art nor a new

society can be developed. In arder for it to be critical, and tbus approach avant-garde intentions

in 'trying' ta have an impact on reaIity or social praetices, then it needs to estabJish a theoretica1

critique ofan based on an understanding of historiad processes and an understanding of the

bistorical process wbich is fonned by the critical experienœ ofart. This reclprocal project will

serve in approaching an understanding ofhow art cm readt a certain level ofsu~ despite

its apparent fiilure by being extraded ftom ils~ and thus critical capaàty in oeo­

capitalism.

Benjamin demanded two things which were the application and use ofmodem artistic

techniques, and the partisansbip and active participation of the artist in the class struggle. The

key question for hint was the position ofthe work ofart within the productive relations of its

time and IlOt vis-a-vis Ît. He was interested in transfonning the foons and instruments of

production by a progressive intelligentsia interested in bberating the means of production and

henœ active in the cIass strugle. He diftèred ftom Adorno and Greenberg in that he held a

positive view of modem reproduction tecbniques as they were applied in art, due to bis

difFerent views on capitalism. But, neither the thesis ofthe total manipulation ofculture nor the

beliefin the revolutionizing efIècts ofmodem reproduction techniques bas withstood the test of

tUne. Reproduction techniques in the early part ofthe century cbaIIenged the bourgeois cultural

tradition but today they coafirm the mytb of teebnological progress.. However, modem

reproductive techniques bave a progressive potential today in the unIimited distribution ofart

warks and the destruction of the aura of work of art, a pnnquisite for arts autonomy and

authenticity and conœpt against which the avant-garde bas bistorically etefined itseIf: Dy

combiDing notions of art's need to critique pRMiling œpitaIist dtM:lopments in society and

appropriating mass media the avant-garde seeks to deveIop a theory and praxis leading

eventuaIIy to the integration of art into the material Iitè proœss, becalse its mixiIIg of cJass

signifiers aeted ua subaJlture response to geœrate new meaninp The gIamor or JIIIIIIÏDIIÏtY
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ends in the domestication ofevery modemist movement, because mass consumers appropriate

its pose, but make it a sbaIIow and detached version leaving nothing of the original. The

transition fi'om margin to centre evaeuates the faon of the original vivi~ but does

sometbing persist? The expansion ofadture economies continually crestes new marginal areas

and young subcultuœs will create themselves to begin the proœss aDeW. Herein lies the

relevancy oflooking al Equipo Cronica in a Spanîsh context.

Tbe tweatieth century avut-prde

Wtth modemism the notion ofthe gesturalootatioo appearing as a natura! and bberated

moment of individual life is where its oppositional claims were founded, because of the

bourgeois assumption that it cao transcend the culture ofcommodity. Its deliberate evasiveness

and opacity to insist 00 the material surtàce is where modem Abstraction wu artiadated. The

rnuseum is where art is sealed otfconfirming its autonomy as an expression outside history. In

relation to ~ mass culture cao be understood as doing the same in its denial of the

commodity by using the objects at their disposai and creating a double marginalization wben it

is brougbt ioto art The avant-garde retum to mass adture ret1ects the efforts to revive and

repeat the modemist attempt to transœnd the culture of commodity, each tinte ftom a more

marginal position. The attraction ta mass culture is based on ils margïnaIity. In this way, it

coUapses the distinction between lûgb and low by transforming the tota'jring creative practiœ

oftraditional painting into a ftagmented consumption ofaIready existing manufactured imases
and it disrupts the &Ise harmonies of oil painting by reproducing the disposability of the late­

capitalist commodity. Modemism wu sucœssfùl wben it figured in detail the manufactured

culture il opposed and put il on display by sbifting the boundaries between high 8Dd low art and

altering the received messlges tbrough repn:sentation.

The formai autonomyofearly modem painting CID tben be seen as DOt a withdrawl inta

self.sut1iciency, but a mediated synthesis of possibiIities derived &om bath the tàilures of

exisdng artistic teebnique and a repertoire ofpotentially oppositional practices discovered in the

world outsïde. It represented itscIf. a position in CODII'Ididion to the social position. It neitber

affinned nor nepted il, but Ideel out the possabiIityofcritical œnsciousness in~ and the
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provocative inclusion of materials from outside validated high adture wu joined with a new

rigor offonnal organizatioD, an articulate consistem:y ofattention within the material fitct ofthe

picture surface.

The avant-garde depends on elite patronage which serves the interests of aetual

consumers that goes beyond an attraction to quaIity or gIamour of the forbidden. The break

between the high and the low wu neœssary in order for the avant-garde to refine wbat it tinds

in the fiinge ofmass adture. It searches out areas ofsocial practice tbat are DOt yet completely

avaiJable to efficient manipulation and makes them discrete and Yisable.

The faiIure of avant-garde lies in two things: One is the way it cm exhaust itself in

negation as some modemist artists may he aœused of doing, of what it is IlOt, that is seIf­

contained and apart from the social praxis. The second is in how even during periods tbat

produced an avant-garde, bourgeois adture was able to co-opt any kind ofattaek made on it.

Artistic inventions and the use oftechnology by the avant-garde were absorbed, co-opted, and

legitimated by Western mass mediated culture in ail its manifestations. The irony being tbat

tecbnology initiated the avant-garde and its radical break with tradition, but tben deprived it of

its necessary living space in everyday Iifè. The adture industry's capability for manipulation

seems complete. But cao we find an alternative character ofhigh art? Cao an an that critiques

DOtiOns of high art with its aura of authenticity which reveaIs it as nothing but a means of

domination that deprives art ofits utopian and anticipatory need to transœDd market excbange?

It CID he argued that by having established its apartness &om society andco~

modemist art created the spaœ for avant-garde strategjes to situate themselves.

Avut-pnle ..... lUiwenMty

Whether seen fi'om a lei, or right wing, perspective views on the avant-garde of the

twentieth century usuaI1y define it as a reaction ta capitaIism tbat generaIIy rejected the cultural

commercialiation ofart. Inmany cases dUs view simply reinfurced the divide between higb and

low adture tbat itseIf bIId been lI1IIIUtlM:ture by capitaIism. But, it sbouId be~ the

avaDt-garde sttIte8Y of incorporating popuIar and mus cultural disœune to redefine the role

ofart in a capitaIist system by rejecting its bigh art statua was particular1y marIœd in the case of

the Spanïsh avant-garde.
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Spanish artists chose to appropriate the mediums and imagery distributed in mass

cu1ture in arder to produce an art that would have a greater chance of participating in or

prompting change in society. The homogenization of diftèrenœ produced by the state

controUed mass media in Spain. wbich bad begun blocking individual interpretation ofmaterial

experiences througb a dominating system of spectacles, images, and representatiODS, was

particuJarly the target of such artÎStS. Their conœrn for politica1 and social issues, and their

insistence on heing ethically engaged artists~ led them to ask that if material or unarticulated

experienœs exist behind the homogeneity imposed by mass media, and ifa psycbic tension or

contradiction of some kind exista between the two, tben the cüfferent degrees of verbal

approximation and conscious understanding are poSSIble. It is on this poSSlbly sucœssful

potential for change, tbat the new Spanish Realists focused their efforts. The creation ofsuch a

tension is dependent on the access people have to a public sphere of production, even though

the aetual sign is difficult to make coïncide with wbat it signifi~ the experienœ. Consciousness

is the bistoriaûly concrete production ofmeaning that approximates an accurate articulation of

material experiences, and linguistic recourses to critique this depends on bath the selection from

a repertory ofaIready exisbng images and themes tbat cany tbeir own meanin& and combining

the repertories tbat have been selected by the artÎSt. The pragmatic of such an endeavour of

disruption lies in the intercession of the art abject in the totality of society'5 reality which is

oever ftee ofcontradictions. The selection and combination ofelements from bigb and low art

were recommended to tend to definite contexts of plaœ and tinte in order to readt a bigber

degree of indetenninacy and ambiguity tbat am produœ a aitical disruption, wbile avoiding

notions ofuniversality which Spanish artists in the 1960s wanted to distance themselves fiom u

the concept of universality was often associated with the art production of the Informalists

whose programme wu no longer deemed acceptable by many Iooking for a more sociaIly

enpged art programme. The discourse produœd by decontextualjring bath mass culture and

high art wouId aUow artÎStS to enter the public domain ofthe system ofcreating affinities. tbus

acœptiDg the pme ofa sbared creation ofmeaning between the work ofart and the spectator,

an untbinkabte sacrifice for the modem artist who would he forœd to give up preàous give

subjectMty.

In a 1988 exhibition reYicw Eva Larrauri wrote that Equipo Cronica:
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Analiuron sin utopia las relaciones de la cuItura Yde la clase dominante, e
hicieron iDdisociable la historia ciel arte y los acontecimientos sociales. El
Equipo Croniœ desafio todas las normas vigentes basta ento~ los simbolos
y los mitas, desviandolos por medio dei humor.90

It is through humorous juxtapositions and decontext"a1ization that the Equipa Cramca

were able to demystitY images trom art history and mus media to expose the intrieate

relationsbip between culture, art, and the bourgeoisie.

She aIso said they created aIlegories producing: "una obra que combina pensamiento y

experiencia visuaL No crearon, sino que manipularon mitos y simbolos".91 These two quotes

ilIustrate the subversive character of the Equipo Crônica, becallse they manipulated signs

ciradated in society in the same way as the mass media controUed by the Franco regime.

Equipa Cr6nica exposed the contradictions inherent ta the stat~ntroUed mass media by

appropriating its techniques and themes in such a way tbat they were able to denounœ the

adtural myths fàbriœted by the Franco regime to maintain its position of power which reveals

the political pasitionïng of tbeir programme. The themes ofEquipa Cramca hide a nihilism or

taetical strategy which is al times opportunistic, but more often tban not reflect a realism of

isolation and alienation produced in a capitaIist system.

Uorens points out that the appropriation of images from the Spanïsh Golden Age by

Equipa CrOnica acted as a linguistic inversion ofthe signs tbat bad already been translated ioto

the context of mass media and education controUed by the regime. The regime had used

examples of Spaoisb art history as symbols with ideological values penaining to their position

of power, tbus making them sigus within a contemporary context of cultural control Llorens

wrote:

Et, tout en utilisant ces images, on s'est aperçu que la peinture historique,
sacralisée, douée d'une valeur spéciale, abstraite, par le Musée, s'était prêtée
particulièreilleut bien à... la re-sémantisation idéologique ftanquiste.92

While democratic Spain is currently being atfected Iike other nations by globalization,

the problems posed for culture are diftèrent as they are within other nations. The globilization

ofmedia bas meant both an awareness orthe cultural divenity in Spain, and an erosion of tbat

90 Lanauri; 34.
91 Idem.
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diversity througb imitations and pastiche. However, it does present a freedom tbat had DOt been

Iicensed before democracy. But, on the other band, there are risks invo1ved in the 10ss of

identity caused by an excessive influx of imported cultural goods which are signs of a global

capitaIist culture tbat poses a tbreat to any culture with its possibility for beterogeneity. An art

production that uses the strategies of appropriation, the series, objectivity, and parody

approaches the possabiIity ofproducing a ret1exive and critical position between art and society

under capitalism.

For Spain, a positive response to such a threat couId not be found in taking refuge in

the promotion ofa folkloric localism or CtlSIicista pride, for that would merely create cultural

stagnation. (The tenu casticista was widely used in the late nineteenth century in a tinte of

growing nationalism and was popuJarized by the 1898 Generationto to describe a sense of

Spanish esseDœ. The term was abused in Fl'IIlOOist ideology, and bad become associated with a

beliefïn the need for a sttongly œntralized nation-state that in praàiœ bas meant the Castillan).

Though the recovery in democratic Spain ofcultural, linguistic, and political diff~ bave

to a large degree been positive, the new plurality in the regional autonomy movements bas its

own dangers. The Franco regime bas been cbaracterized by ns attempt to unitY the nation by

projecting ditference outside its borders, or confining it to intemal exclusion zones, in the Corm

ofothemess which was equated with anti-Spain and the product offoreign intluenœ. Its reœnt

disappearanœ sbould not he 50 quickly forgotten in order to tndy understand the impact of

newer cultural developments involved in the formation ofresional and autODOmous identities in

Spain.

The reœnt rise ofcultural studies and its emphasis on a sbift ftom concepts ofnational

identity to aIItural hybridity oftèrs a way ofunderstanding the positioning ofidentity within this

growins g1obaliDtion. Notions ofacculturation or the impositions ofthe foreip are now being

replaœd by transeuItw'ation or notions of how indigenous cultures respond to hegemonic

imported cultural modeIs by ereating new hybrid forma tbat are 60th loca1 and foreign. Looking

at the case of Spain will reveal the development of modemity without a corresponding

deve10pment ofan economie and social inftastructure. Its recent history is an exampIe ofhow

very rapidly the publie bas been exposed 10 the whoIe backIog ofpreviously banned works by
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foreign and Spanish exile writers and fiIm-makers as a resuIt ofFranco's isolationist policies.

Sedan of the population bave passed directly from a preliterate adture to one dominated by

the visual and oral mass media. As Jo Labanyi commented:

It is precisely tbis rapidity, a10ngside an inaeasing heterogeneïty, that gives
Spanisb society its vertigo-inducing Postmodemist identity. It is a world where
the arcbaic and the modem coexist.93

This experienœ of history as synchronicity produced art and literature that were a

pastiche ofmass adtural forms and world adture tbat blurred the distinctions ofbigh and low

culture. They can be desaibed as a Postmodem art in that many of the artists produced works

incorporate ti'agmmtatiOD, hybridity, approrpriatiOD, etc. This bas produced an emphasis,

especiaIly inS~ on the importance of representing the real, the~ which bas become

the representation of the world tbrougb its reproduction and representation. Sometimes it bas

resulted in a cynica1 rejedion oflùstory, and at others produced a critical deconstruetion ofthe

ways in wbich reaIity is packaged for our consumption and even propaganda the blurred

distinction between representation and reality, between the si8ll and wbat it refers to were

issues tbat were starting to be addressed by Spanisb artists in the 1960s. The advantageous

results ofPostmodem theory indudes the deconstruetion ofthe concept ofunity thus exposiDg

poHtical designs to suppress diftèrenœ. B~ people tike Frederic Jameson. criticized

Postmodenûsm for reducing history to œpœsentation and points out that the eftècts ofhistory

are ail tao real. He argued that even though Postmodemism emerged as a gesture of revolt

against the canonization of Modemism and the consequent evisceration of ils oppositional

potentiaL He defines il as an age when people bave fOl'8otten how to tbink historical1y and he

finds notbing more evident tban the disappearanœ ofthe historicalreferent. Can art survive as a

morally iodependent cultural practiœ without tbis historicity? It win be argued Iater on tbat the

answer is DO.

Brief lIistory oftlle .vot.... iD Spain

By traeing the history of avant-garde tendencies in twentieth century S~ one CID

argue tbat though times bave changed, we woukl be better scrved to ranember the bistory of
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avant-garde intentions in Spain. The boom in the aalture indusby of Spain over the Iast few

decades can sometimes be seen as a desire for prestige by politicians searcbing for re-election,

cloaked bebind an image of impartiaIity but that may aetua1Iy be about a situation of selection

without any criteria which bas created a present-day dependency of artists on a mercantile

system where the choiœs are between Abstraction (lyricaJ, geometric, and minimaIist) or

figuration (traditional, new reaIism and new SUlTe8Iism).

The tint moves towards a 'normalisation' of avant-garde artistic activity occurred in

the 19505 with Dau al Sel (made up of Tàpies, l'barrats, Cuïxart, Brossa, and Puig) wbich

introduced a ferocious critique of the dominant aalture by exploring the grotesque and magic.

This dealde saw many De\\' tendenàes that were consolidated under Abstraction with Tàpies

being the mast intemationally recognized Spanish anist. During the 196Os, many different

movements tbat paraIleled international tendencies tbat were worked out in Spain appeared,

including Op~ Pop Art, happenings, and geometric abstraction. By the end of the decade a

modenùsation in schools ofdesign led to a new generation ofartists with the common intention

ofretùsing the traditional canvas, conneding il to ItaIy, Germany, the United States, and Arte

Povera, and Conceptual Art which was evidenced especiaIly in Catalunia.94 Two strands in the

19705 included the speculative and Iinguistic explorations ofart and lit geared to questioning

the social conditions of the avant-garde and its development within a more vast milieu rather

than for an elite public. They generally received littIe support ti'om pUeries which saw them as

young rebeIs without formai values.

The ecJipse ofmodemity in Spain between 1939-45 meant it was a ruined and closed..in

country wbere nazi·fàscist type principles ruled. Censorsbïp produced savage constraints in

every domain and the officially backed culture had a monopoly over the ans that wu

characterized by its banaIity, confomûty, lDd obsolete Academicism. Eusenio D'Ors along with

Ernesto Giménez Caballero, were two figures who founded the adtural bases of the Franco

regime, and outlined the first signs ofa poIitical opening in the founding ofLaAcodemiaBreve

de Crilica de Art (the BrieC Academy of Art Criticism) in the early 1950s. Their tint

proclamation asserted tbat is wu impeIative to correct the sbame ofthe Spanïsh public in being

93 Helen0rabIm1lld AIIIGIIio Sénc:hcz, 1'bcPaIiIicsfi1992"t inLDnyiand~ eds.: 410.
M VICtOria ComIwÜl, "Les..........CIl~Art~ 110. 22 (J88y-Fa-y 1976): 26.
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deprived of any knowledge of universal contemporary art.95 Despite bis association witb the

FI'8J1Q) regime as a contnbutor to its adtural pr~ he did fùmisb the cultural

foundations for the experimentation of modem Spanïsb art. His yearly Sa/ones de los Once

(Salon of the Eieven - active between 1943-55) created an opening for certain aspects of

modemity into the country.

1948 proved to he a significant year in the development of art in Spain that wu DOt

imprisoned in the traditionality ofthe regime-sponsored art. This entailed the formation of /Jau

al Sel in CataIunïa with its links to pre-war aV8Dt-garcfe ideologies and the poetics ofPaul Klee.

The produets oftheir collaboration made many allusions to Ortega y Gasset the authour ofLa

Deshumonizacian dei Ane, (The Dehumanization ofArt) the most inf1uentiaI theoretical work

in Spain before the Second World War.96 Their influences am aIso be traeed badc to 1920 in

Barcelona, particularly to the DaJmau Gallery and Francis Picabia. Another significant event in

1948 was the creation ofthe Altamira Schoo~ whicl1 demonstrated a clear attempt to recapture

the ~war attainments in favour of a modem culture. The October Salon in Barcelona and

severa! art galleries sponsoring important exhibitions were significant in presenting the works of

Joan MirO, Pablo Picasso, etc. Tbese painters who had for the mast part worked in Paris were

DOW being seen in Spain, wbere they were often met with hostile aggresivity by official art

critics. Basical1y, 1948 was a year wherein Spanish art began breaking away tiom the Eugenio

D'Ors monopoly and official state-sponsored art.97

The diftèrent degrees of hostility of the government towards these innovating

movements impüed a progressive opening wbich contnbuted to the tearing down of the more

and more sbaky foundations of isolationism, wbich future generations of artists were to

continue participatins in. This coincided with a newfound contact with the Spanîsh artistic

circle in p~ ID enclave favorable to politiall enùgratioo, combined with a reoogoition of

Spaoïsh pre-war art and the growing international acdaim of severa! other groups like the

Parpa/16 group (founded in 1957 in Valencia), ElPœo (in Madrid).. a group that contributed in

a decisive DIIJJIler tbrougb publications and exhibitions, to the international recognition of

Spanïsh an, and Equipa 57 (wbidt opposed the position talœn of Fi Pato in proposing a

9S ScnaIIcr: 89.
915 SCrraIIer: m.
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systematic art researching the interactivity of plastic spaœ over the more poetic Infonnalist

style).

Spanish views ofMaclerais. ud avut-pnle

For Llorens, the successions or simultaneities of tendencies of art in the twentieth

century is a succession or simultaneity offai]ures. He felt tbat the avant-garde had often arrived

at a leve1 that created an isolated wbole identity with the needs ofexpression oftheir times, but

were unable to give expression of the new industriaIized societies. The acadernicism of art

coDtributed to its inability to panicipate in the social praxis because, by trivializing through

assimilation its original radical questioning of the doctrinal development of the new societies.

The avant-garde implicitly opposes new fonns ofdependenœ tbat construet art as a mercantile

produet tbat is used to maintain the power ofthe eIit~ and incites criticism ofbourgeois culture

while aœepting its limitations and prior failed attempts.

Llorens offers two other reasons why the avant-garde failed. The tint, argues tbat

taking on an active part in the proœss of encuJturation shou1d imply an ethical engagement

which is not prone to support the imposed Iimits of professional specia1imtions. One aumot

seriously attempt ta change structures ofbeliet: knowled8~ or sentiments which are reftected in

structures of bebaviour if one does DOt implicate in the change a rethinking of the relations

between social groups that creste the beIi_ knowledges, and sentiments. The attempt ta

critique culture without indudiDg reaI sociological conditions of production and distnbution of

economic goods, for Uorens, is bopeless.

In sho~ the avant-gardes by IlOt conceming themselves with the relations of

production ofeconomic goods, accept the reduetion oftheir own activity to produœ goods for

the consumption of a powered elite. In eftèct, for Uorens, their artistic production bas been

absorbed, through the culture indusby (saIleries, markets, coUectors, ID lsellm ,). The

trMaIizatiOll ofthe avant-garde occurred, reducing il to being in tàsbion in such a way that the

Iimits ofart's relation to society were lell undiwpted. The trivialization and sterilization ofthe

cultural aitique of the avant-garde beCore il couId impact the structures of art bas generaIly

97 serrauer: 94.
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been the typical fate of the avant-gard~ and wu manifested completely in Spain with

Informalism that bad developed after World War fi, a time that saw the fastest rise of an elite

segment ofthe population, and the mast aœelerated concenbation ofeconomic power.

The first reception of modem art in Spain in the 19508 wu sem as an attaek on the

trivialization, hedonism, and confonnity ofits bourgeois art consumer. It was aIso accompanied

by formulations that sought to radiaaIly renovate Spanish art with a conscious aim at making an

impact on material Hfe. The 1950s saw the formation of severa! avant-garde Modemist

tendencies and their etbical engagement was aœompanied by faJlure. Some of these artists

found their audience outside ofSpaïn, and in such away entered ioto anew dialogue ofart that

moved between the international and their original Spanish audience.

For Uorens, lnfonnalism was the most typical of avant-garde faiIures in a Spanish

cont~ but he gave il credit on the foUowing COUl1tS.98 First, each attempt at the intentional

transeendenœ of art, or as Tàpies descnbed as previously mentioned in the introduction, his

aim was to: u •••ta provoke a sbœk that will help [the viewer] to get away fiom &Ise val~ to

rediscover themselves and to reacquire consciousness oftheir own value". Uorens argues that

sudt had become progressively more coherently fomudated, in Spain with implications of

etbica1 engagement. The generation ofSpanïsh avant-gardes in the 19505 in wantïng to encite a

process ofadtura1 action, put the accent on the perception ofthe physical wood, thus focusing

on the taetility of their medium. The foundation of the principles of Infonnalism wu a

modemist ethical existentialism or an absolute value put on the spontaneous creation of the

hbertyofman.

Second, acœrding ta Uorens, the ethical engagement of Spanish artists in the 19505

was based on a general attempt to speak against the political situation of the country but

through a universaIizing approach. The Infonnalists generaIIy directed their activity to man in

the abstract or ta the man ofhis~ tbus, consequently creating a stnaeture whereby the art

worlt is imbued with an iDberent and DOt extrinsic value Iikemerchandise. In such a way art wu

meant to transœnd the banal system in wbich il operates, establisbing itseIf in ils apartness thus

criticizing the capitaIist system. It .... tbat the more experimeotation in art is suœessful and

proœeds ta diminish the aura and autonomy ofart (for iDstanœ with the lDfonnaIist exploration
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ofnew techniques and media), the more aura and autonomy is retumed to art through systems

oflegitimization in society like themu~ curators, and art gaUeries. Because the art work is

ultimately given a market value it retums to the system it bas set itselfagaînst.

Thini, the Iatest avant-garde attempts, Iike Informalism, have been consumed even

more rapidly by the capitalist system it opposes tban their predecessors. The quicker

consumption ofart and the subsequent assimilation ofavant-garde art sinœ the second World

War, is tied to the prestige around art which is tied to notions ofauthenticity, a phenomenon

that is created by society, and tbat ultimately needs to change in order to rethink art's

relationship to society.

Fourtb, understanding the required change in society that is needed for the avant-garde

to avoid being assimiIated, and tbus resuIting in its failure to alter the situation ofart vîs-a-vis

the social praxis, Llorens paraIIels the advanœ and Jess ilIusory aspects of the reœnt avant­

garde in Spain imbued with ethical engagement, to the progress ofa public that in a capitalist or

neo-capitalist society is preparing for a new society. When Llorens described these conditions,

he presented an aImost naively hoPefu1 sœnario of things to come. He believed that the

circumstanœs that had negatively conditioned artistic production were evolving. He saw

indications of the binh of a new collective consclousness that cm reach the majority because

the spectator was becoming the content ofart. The historie needs ofthis population were based

on a new bumanism through a critique of the dehumanization of Modemism. This is the

produet ofa society based on a system ofprivileges ofa centralist orgarilJltion ofa society that

is poli-aJ1tural. Tbese are the areas wbere it CID he produœd coherently, making contact with a

real pub6c, and the intentionality ofethical engagement attempted by the avant-garde ofSpain

is made possable. He adnùtted, however, tbat this wu still a tendency, and DOt reaIity. Also, he

saw tbat tbere had been an evolution of appropriate institutions tbat couId make this diffuse

public become an immediate publi~ a direct consumer and IlOt just a supporter of Spanish

avant-garde art. But, it CID be that art need DOt simply be a passive retlection of the social

conditions ofthe time, but ratber it CID and sbouId contribute to configuring tbis desired future.

In SJMIÎ' the interest in reaIism was tint seen in the rupture after the Civil War in

Iiterature tbat took on a more social cbaracter during the 19505. Writinp on the visuaI arts
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centered on general arguments and contnbuted little that was new. It was not untiI the late

19508, earIy 196Os, tbat a more interesting dialogue was established centered around the debate

of Infonnalism, the expressionist avant-garde, and a more rationalist retum to avant-garde

rea1ism The debates were often more political and ideological rather than theoreti~ probably

due to the sense ofurgency felt at a time ofrapid change in the country. The 1960s was a lime

ofcrisis for Infonnalism in Spain which saw the introduction ofAmerican and EngIish Pop Art

alang with other European neY! figuration movements. Severa! aspects of figuration began

beiDg discussed including those wbich dealt with the traditionai problems eIaborated by George

~ Marx and Engels with issues like 1ypicity and ret1ection, accompanied Sartre's

existential issues ofcompromise.

There was aIso a focus on the pllemics in strueturaIism that entailed a re8ection on

Brecht's concept ofdistantiation as opposed to sentimental identification that bad traditionaUy

constituted an expressive realism. These theoretic developments, intluenced by strueturalism,

semiotics, and contemporary Marxist approaches (like Galvano della Volpe) entaiIed a reading

of the art abject as a siga Issues brought up within this debate included the eventual

determination ofthe economic and social role of the art objea inscribed in the process ofthe

historical class struggle, its capacity for transfonnation, the role ofthe inteUectuaI and the artist

in contemporary society, the class conditions ofartistic productio~ rationalism or imtionalism

as a neœssary criteria ofthe art object., and the possability forp~ individual creation

and coDective or group work, the role of the market in the reception of the art abject and

determination ofits significanœ, etc.

Bozal summed up these debates around figuration in the following statement:

el reaIismo no era la captaciôn Yrepresentaciôn dei mundo de las apariencias,
sïno, en el de aqueUos elementos que tipificaban una situatciOn y estructura
sociales, inscribiéndose entonœs en el proœso bistôrico, ya fiJera para animarlo
o para detenerlo: como ese proceso hist6riœ se insertaba. a su vez, en la lucha
de dases. las divenas producàones artisticas presentaban uoa condici6n de
clase; su bipotética efectividad, su tùncionalidad social e ideol6gica pasaba por
la coocienciaciOn clasista dei espectador, que aetuaria a tenor de (0 visto; en ese
proceso el medio de rec:epàœ tieue gran importancia, pues el JDeI'CIdo podia
~absorber' YeIiminar (benatiDndol~ estetiDndotos...) los rasgos mis ü:idos
Yradicales de ta1 concienciaàOn; &ente a la 'queja' subjetiva, my;duatista e
irraào_ propia de la vanguardia tradici~ y sobre tado de la vanguardia
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expresionista-informal,. el realismo proponfa un anilisis plistico racional - en el
sentido de la 'racionalidad hist6rica' - y a1entaba la critica dei individualismo.99

For Bozal, realism W8S not about representing appearances, but rather the eIements that

typifY social situations and structures in arder to he inscribed in a dialectica1 antagonism. The

raie of the spectator would play an important role in the production of mearing around the

abject presented by the reaIist artist who intended to disrupt the ways art would normally be

absorbed and made banal by society and the relationship such a society produced with art. No

longer would the individuaIist art exemplified by modemist artists such as Tàpies suftiœ in

offering a merely transœndentaI critical space to art vis-a-vis society. The new project of

Spanîsh reaIist artists ceutered on being engaged with the historical situation of the times to

oiTer a more rational criticality imp6citly involving the interpret8tÏon ofthe spectator. Such an

objective was thougbt ta break with rnodenùsm's individualist tradition of the artist in the

fonnulation of critica1 meaning ooly through negation and not direct contact with the social

praxis.

Bozal goes on to desënbe the concept of typicity, a concept borrowed from Lukâcs,

that permitted an understanding ofthe relation between the initial singuIarity of images and the

generality of artistie represeIltation that wu insaibed in a historical moment that couId be

desaibed as 'objectifYing' in the alienation produced by capitalism. The conventional stnIggle

between conunitted art and aestheticism and the consideration ofthe moral function ofart were

issues tbat were inherited trom the previous decade and two new attempts to resolve these

incIuded an insistence on the imponanœ ofthe dynamie components in the historie and artistie

construction of the typical thereby reducing the value of a notion that was fimdamental to

Marxist dialectie that saw the need for changes to the economic spheres before changes to the

superstructures of society couId start, and an analysis of liJ18lùstie potentials. This new

predilection for the condition of the text and signs penlûtted the posing of questions for a

Marxist dialectic that saw the need for cIumges 10 the economic spbere before chanps to the

superstrudure in which art is incIuded couId he made. It aIso addressed alienation in the context

of the economy of conswnption and the development of the urban lIId industrial

transformations tbat Spain WIS undergoing. An art focused on Iquage that is made possible
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througb figuration would he able to create images tbat act as signs that can he read and

decipbered through 'distantiation' (a term borrowed ftom Brecht and used ftequently by

Uorens). This was required beca11!e the modemist concept of authenticity wbich imbued the

work ofart with inherent meaning, were excessively Iimiting wben considering the new reaIist

art abjects being produced in the 19605. The hope for reaIism lay in that fact tbat ils capacity to

form symbolic signs within the visual semiotics of mass media couId dynamize what had

become the static and inert charader of art in a capitalist society. It couId simultaneously

problematize the iconic representation and the designated reaJity. Appropriating the techniques

and images of the mass media crestes an inversion of their linguistic tùnctions to a new non­

affirmative way that required a critical readïng. In tbis way, the artist operates in trying to unite

the social avant-gardt\ with its potential for coDective action, to the practice of art, and

participate in the exploration of language and content in art in order to disrupt the position of

art vis-a-VÎS society that the historical avant-garde contested.

Traditional reaIism couId no longer let as a mere testimony of social realities in a time

when information wu being manipulated and faIse c:onsàousness produced. The debate turned

towards a search for new languages that would be Iinked to a progressive consciousness that

sought to diSRIpt representation in mass media.

Tomàs Llorens went furthest in descnbing the Spanîsh interest in Brecht's discussion of

distantiation. In bis "Equipa Cronica. La distantiation de la distantiation: une démarche

sémiotique" he descnbed distantiation as the ooly recourse to counter the type of realism tbat

the official state bad appropriated as a long-standing tradition 50 inherent to Spain. In 19205

Germany, Brecht had developed a theory ofdistantiation tbat operated between expressionism

and reaIism that diftèred ti'om the natural reaIism supponed by the bourgeoisie. He stressed that

this new reaIism bad to be capable of situating itself historiaal1y, tbat it bad to transœnd

appeIII'IIlCeS ta break through the surfaœ of a stagnant present in seardt of retrieving the

bistorical dia1ectic. Like two parts of an equation, a balance bad ta he struck between the

creative aud 'authentic' side of the artist on the one sicle, and on the other, bistorical

transcendenœ. The conception of the artist and spectator bad an inlentional1y revolutionary

artistic focus 50 long u it couId undentand the socio-cuItural mediations imposed by systems

ofœllllllUlication TypiaIIIy the twentietb œntury avant-prdes feR into the system of art in
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which they retùsed to participate, and became imprisoned within the structure of culture that

bad been created in their pasto Wttbout a present day vocabuJaIy, eut offtram the reality orthe

day within this system, the artist couId oot speak ofthe put and thus failed to acbieve bistorical

relevancy.

Brecht was for Equipo Crénica an exit from Sartre's problem with engagement, by

concentrating on a semiotic reflection on the objectives and constitution ofideologies. Equipo

Cramca used the language of the clay, but were conditioned by their conception of artistic

communication. The Brechtian doctrine of distantiation from the work of art implieated a

conception of the fundion of art as a fundion of mobilization of the experienœ of the

spectator; a confidenœ in the rationalism of the spectator; and a confidence in the semiotic

efficiency ofthe ready-made system ofvisual communication that pre-existed in mass culture.

In such a way, distantiation, the operation witbin forms ofcommunication and representation,

put into question the transfer ofrevolutionary content trom the interior subjectivity ofthe artist

to the interior ofthe spectators.

In 1966 in an exhibition catalogue ofEquipo Crônica inS~ Uorens wrote:

la signification de l'art se trouve médiatisée par la adture. Les signes constituant
une oeuvre d'art signifient par le moyen de la fonction qu'on leur attribue dans
un système sémiotique. Un système, un procès social, objecti( et non pas
subjectif (...) L'oeuvre d'an appartient à la catégorie des objets culturels
(comme les institutions sociales, les instruments et les matériaux de travail); elle
exerce. en tant que telle, une fonction médiatrice entre l'individu et son
expérience. En tant qu'objet sémiotiqut\ eUe exerce cette fonction médiatrice en
rationalisant et en complétant ('expérienœ immédiate de l'individu par
l'expérience globale de son groupe social.100

Along these same lines. Equipa Cromœ latec wrote in 1966:

[La signification des valeurs éthiques doit s'accomplir] d'une façon concrète,
non pas par référence à des formations sémiotiques dénotant directement une
norme. mais en dénotant l'expérience historique du spectateur de manière à
évoquer en lui un procès critique, permettant la déduction d'une norme. Voici la
voi~ plus ou moins entrevue parB~ et c'est la voie qui semble la plus
cohérente avec nos aspirations lorsque nous proclamons la nécessité du
réar 101'SIœ.
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Their aim to reœncile the avant-garde with historical engag~ to potentialize the

specificity of the visual medium is clear from this quote. In the spirit of researching the

specificity ofvisual adture through models of the verbal and discovering that the syntax ofart

can work the S8IIK\ the)' stated in 1967 the foUowing in wbat Uorens caIled their manifesto:

Dans une oeuvre d'art cette élaboration rationnelle doit dériver de relations
syntactiques susœptJbles d'être paraphrasées en des termes logiques. Les
relations syntactiques qu'on trouve le plus souvent dans l'Equipa Cr6nica
permettent des paraphrases exprimables par des schémas verbaux tels que
'répétition exemplaire', 'incongruité apparente' (qui devient congruence
seulement dans le contexte rationalisé d'une expérience totalisée), 'contradiction
apparente' (qui devient conséquence dans les mêmes conditions), etC.102

The concept of the paraphrase appealed to Equipa Cr6ni~ with their interest in

political and ethical engagement, and they chose to practice avant-garde strategies of critical

seIf-referentiality while at the same time explore wbat wu forbidden: to speak on politics. They

saw themselves as inverting the path orthe avant-garde, and on this Uorens wrote in 1972:

La peinture de l'Equipo c'est, sans doute, de la peinture d'avant-gar~ un
produit de la high culture (...); elle se meut dans ces limites, et elle renonce à
l'illusion de les transcender. Sans en sortir, quand même, elle tente de renverser
le sens des avant-gardes. Héritiers d'une petite bourgeoisie déplacée lors de
l'évolution sociale du capitalisme, les intellectuels qui ont constitué les avant­
gardes artistiques du XXe siècle se sont appuyés, dans leurs illusions de
transférer aux masses les patterns éthiques procédant de la révolution
bourgeoise. La hberté comme néption des constraintes sociales; la dichotomie
praxislthéorie - la pratique se présente conune résultant de la spécialisation et

par acceptation forcée des contraintes imposées par l'organisation de la
production; la théorie (et l'Art) comme évasion de ces contraintes (...), etc.103

101Idcm.

UXJ 1biL 89.

100



•

•

CONCLUSION

Franco's particular programme of national modemizatio~ by attempting to construet

and impose a rigid model of national identity, entailed a demonization of sectors of society

composed of a defeated working class and ail examples of pluralist cultural and pllitiœl

alternatives to the established noon as an internai 'other', thereby consolidating the national

identity that was projected by the regime. This same manipulation was aIso evident in its

international isolation which reinforœd the notion of Spain'5 as 'other' than European hberal

democratic decadenœ. Later in the 19605 the tourist slogan was 'Spain is diftèreot' wbich

white intended to appeaI to a desire for the exotic 'other', aIso retèlled back ambivalently to the

idea ofa national identity tbreatened by outside forces. The slogan ignored the way the regime

was seeking to impose an artificial unity ofthe diiferent frasments ofSpain.

The Franco regime's understanding of the power of popular culture in identity

fonnation presented one avenue in the construction of the idea ofa unified Spain. Il aIso gave

the avant..garde appropriation of popuJar culture (as dissemiœted by the regime tbrougb mass

media) a particular political charge DOt seen in other Western OOUDtries. When Spanish artists

used elements of mass media in their works they not ooly disrupted the division between hisb
and low art established througb capitalism, but made direct political statements, the urgerx:y of

WbiŒ cao be compared to the intentions of Social ReaIism. Y~ they were able to go beyond

the universalism of such an art, with its focus on the symbolic value of the labourer, by

introducing the element oflanguage, giving it a relevant bîstoriàty.

The an production of Equipo Cronica exemplifies tbis kind of art, and as bas been

demonstrated, they CID be situated within a very specifie tinte in Spain tbat is important to

understaDd becallse oftheir relevancy to the production ofart and the culture iDdustry in Spain

today.

The tint cbapter focused on the feception ofPop Art and figuration in Spain as avenues

avaiIable to the avant-garde intentions of the lite 1960s and early 19705. This examination

explond the two leadins tendencies in Spaoïsh art al the tilDe, in order ta contextua6ze the art

production ofEquipo Cr6nica between Pop An and a kind ofSocialBaJism.
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The second chapter looked al some of their works to illustrate bow the theories of

Equipa Cr60ica and their contemporaries came forward in their art production. They made the

foUowing statement in a 1967 exhibition catalogue entitIed "Monde en Question":

Si l'art d'avant-garde doit jouer un rôle réel dans l'évolution (historique)...
nous pensons qu'on doit poser sa fonction spécifique dans la contestation des
'fonnalisations' éthiques qui conditionnent l'expérience aftèctive. Nous
entendons le faire avec la construction de modèles, composés avec des
éléments extraits de l'expérience culturelle quotidienne, structurés de telle façon
que le spectateur puisse:

- reconnaître dans l'expérience artistique des traits de son expérience sociale;

- dégager les 'formalisations' éthiques (voire, parfo~ des structures politiques)
qui conditionnent œIIe-ci et leur rôle réel dans les rapports des groupes
sociaux;

- adopter une attitude 'affective' de contestation des 'formalisations' éthiques
déjà fiites et opposées au progrès historique.104

This reveaIs the important raie of the spectator in the critica1 realism Equipo Crooica

produced. The realism they strove to attain wu meant to be derived from the sboclc of the

spectator in grasping the confinement ofhis or ber experienœ and seeing the politica1 and socia1

systems ofcontrol over their experienœ 50 that the spectator cao fonnulate new resistanœ and

criticality with such an understanding that involves a new way of seeing. This new way of

seeing will mean the spectator becomes aware of a new bistorical situation that understands

how history remains forever out of read1 by way of our images. Equipa Cr6nica's statement

outlines their artistic intentions to be avant-garde in the sense that tbey strove to connect art ta

social reality. TIùs they thougbt they couId do by reœgnizing in art ils potential to expose for

the spectator the conditions ofsocial experience, anaIyze the poitical constructions that control

and identitY these conditions, and adopt etbical considerations of the pat tbat bave bistorical

resonanœ, ail the wbiIe recognizing tbat in order for art to play a real mie in bistorical evolution

it bad to contest the social and political constructions tbat condition identity and experience.

This tbey tbougbt they could do by bonowing previous avant-garde strategies of incorporating

104.haManuel~ '1le la........coaka l·iJœic_1·.Equipo~.C/II'oniqwstàl..,
vivcJnt, 110.17(Fcb. 1971): 4.
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ioto art, elements extraeted ftom the environment of the speâator, and restrueturing them in

such a way tbat the spectator could he given the opportunity to see the ruptures in the

repressive structures in their environment that sbapes their experienœs. Herein lies the avant­

sarde subversive potential of the art practiœ. In the case ofEquipa Crônica its attack on the

cultural myths of Spain and the avant-garde in general wu the startiDg point of their artistic

production.

A briefdescription ofSpain's social history bas been provided in cbapter tbree in order

to estabJish the setting for Ut examination of the reœption ofmodemism, postmodemism, and

concepts ofthe avant-gard~ the aitical potential ofPop Art and figuration ioto Spain. The first

chapter brietly outJined arguments around modemism and how !bey were înterpreted in Spain

wbere the social and poJitical situation ditFered greatly trom the countries where !bey

originated. Debates around avant-garde intentionality with its blurring ofthe divisions between

high and low art were outIined in order to demonstrate the urgency in Spanish art ofcreating an

art that couId participate in social change.

The sucœss or faiIure oftheir strategies is dehatable. It bas been demonstrated bow the

situation ofSpain led the Equipo Cranica to position themselves against the cultural production

ofthe regime, while the contemporary threats ofneo-capitaIism to Spanïsh artists today require

the same sense ofurgency in chaIlenging the destiny oftheir art production. Equipa Cronica's

art production is thus relevant to the study ofavant-garde issues today. For instance, was the

speàficity of their connotations restricting their audience? Were !bey being opportuDistic in

their satirical commentaries on art and its role in society, thus practicing in nothing more tban a

nihilism and negation ofthe subversive potential ofart? Or did tbeir themes reJ1ect ad!, images,

and phenomena of the coRective aIienation and impact of tecbnology? It cao be argued that

sometimes the UDity of tbeir themes unfold through syntactic oppositions thus exposing

signitying contradictions of groups or social letS, and it is preclsely the Jade of apparent

oonscious relations tbat constitutes the fimdamental bistorical and critica1 aspect of their art. If

the predominanœ ofexcbanse value over value ofuse of the anistic abject bas a determined

destiny in capitaIist societi. this situation summarizes more tban any otber the fiKtor of

contradictions in Equipo Cronica', and it reftects the drama of criticaI reaIism with the

problans of the distribution and consumption of art abjects. Equipa CrOnica worked tùIly
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awace of the limitations and conttadietions in their painting practiœ, like the problem of

assimilation ioto the established system that they set out to attaclc through multiple social

mechanisms around culture, and the problems involved in art's attempt to disrupt the articity

that lmdeniably retums to tbeir production. Seing aware ofthese limitations and contradictions

contributed to their position on impliœting their practiœ with. their aetua1 historiatl situation

and the specificity of linguistic and social contexts. Dy outIining and painting out these

contradictions, Equipa Cronica were able to destabilize the position of art within society as

being imbued with a message or~ and instead put the reading ofthe art abject, or more

preàsely the abject ofcriticism, anto the spectator.

The loss ofpotency ofthe avant-garde in the West coincided with the rise ofWestem

culture îndustry, making it obsolete. Or bas it? In our reaIity oflate capitalism the avant-garde

bas become a tool of legitimation, having lost its cultural and poütical explosiveness, because

the commodity fetish reigns supreme and the marginal bas become the maiDstream. But DOW

we must take op the bistorical avant-garde's insistenœ on the cultural transfonnation of

everyday Iife and ftom there develop strategies for today's postmodem cultural and political

contexts. The provocative stance ofpostmodemism no longer scandalizes anyone and is in fact

legitimated through cultural institutions. Art today is tberefore forced to ask itseIfiftruth can he

achieved in exposing the fàIsehood ofneo-capitalist culture. Artists today need to ask how cao

a critical distance be established in art tbat is disarmed and reabsorbed by a system from wbich

it C8DIlOt distance itseIt'? Such bas been the question of the historical avant-garde and taken up

again by the Equipa Cronica.
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