
Estampa Popular
The Irruption of Anti-Franco Reality in Art

Estampa Popular was a complex artistic phenomenon active in the context of anti-Franco political movements. 
Made up of an extensive network of groups all over Spain, it was committed to an art engaged with the world, 
an art that was comprehensible and accessible, removed from the elitism of the abstract avant-garde. This ex-
plains its preference for Realism, in the broadest sense of the term, and for the medium of engraving to express 
its criticism of the dictatorship.

the Spanish Communist party, which 
for many years was the only party that 
supported the underground opposition 
in Spain. Criticism of the Franco regime 
first appeared in film and literature, but 
the plastic arts soon picked up on it, and it 
could be said that Estampa Popular bore 
its earliest fruits.
Anti-Franco artists upheld that their work 
necessarily had to have global implications, 
indeed that it should help transform the 
world. José García Ortega (1921-1990), a 
renowned engraver, anti-Francoist in exile 
and head of the PCE organisation among 
plastic artists, brought together the mem-
bers of the first Estampa Popular group, 
which was formed in Madrid in 1959. The 
initiative soon spread, supported by a large 
number of intellectuals committed to 
combating the dictatorship who found the 
reflection of their own convictions in these 
works. The network thus launched would 
end up connecting centres in Seville, Cor-
doba, the Basque Country, Catalonia, Va-
lencia and Galicia.

Their idea was to create works that would 
be affordable and, at the same time, pres-
ent the dark side of Francoism in a com-
prehensible manner. Engraving became a 
prominent technique as it allowed them 
to keep their prices low. In order to favour 
the intelligibility of their works they chose 
a style that adopted many forms and yet 
was always described as Realist. Howev-

Estampa Popular emerged in the confusion of the sixties, when the Cold War had divided 
the world in two conflicting blocs, consumer society was developing and expanding, and 
social movements and protests against established order became increasingly impor-
tant and consistent. Francoism did its best to occupy a favourable position on the new 
world scene, making a number of changes in the government, setting up foreign allianc-
es, boosting the economy and seeking to project a positive image of the country abroad 
that would weaken the memory of its connections with the fascist regimes that had been 
defeated in World War Two. The face that Franco’s new Spain showed the world was 
beautified by culture. After having supported an art that sought to disseminate the pre-
cepts of the dictatorship, the regime turned to the new international trends in modern art. 
The turn was accompanied by a change in the official aesthetic discourse, which upheld 
that art was a free, individual and subjective activity, totally dissociated from politics. The 
recognition obtained at international art competitions by the members of El Paso, whose 
aesthetics were in keeping with the context of Abstract Expressionism (to which they 
added a touch of the typical Spanish ‘bravado’), helped strengthen the idea of a revital-
ised modern country. 

However, some of the younger witnesses of the Spanish Civil War began to question the 
image of prosperity, normality and ‘peace’ that the dictatorship was striving to present. 
Opposition grew, chiefly in workers’ movements and universities, championed by PCE, 



er, reintroducing the spirit of the Popular 
Front during the Spanish Civil War and 
that of ‘national reconciliation’ promoted 
by PCE from 1956 onwards, there were no 
standard rules to be observed by Estampa 
Popular followers other than being an-
ti-Franco. As a result, the group was open 
to collaborations from anyone who should 
wish to join it, whether they came from the 
Geometric Abstraction of Equipo 57, as 
in the case of Agustín Ibarrola (1930) or 
José Duarte (1928), or else had belonged 
to the renowned El Paso group, like Anto-
nio Saura (1930-1998). Later on, bringing 
together several members of the Valencia 
centre, Equipo Realidad and Equipo Cróni-
ca would become frequent collaborators, 
although they always distinguished them-
selves from Estampa Popular.

A wide collection of works such as the one 
housed in this gallery confirms that in their 
case Realism was not so much a reference 
to formal characteristics as to a range of 
deliberate, even ethical elements. The 
group’s flexibility and openness explain the 
changes in their work over the twenty-odd 
years of their trajectory, the introduction of 
aesthetic resources and themes revealing 
the transformation undergone by Spain 
and other countries, and the debates on 
Realism and political commitment that 
the art world of the time engaged in. Thus, 
their works of the early sixties portrayed 
the victims of the regime’s modernising 
policies: people who had been forced to 
abandon rural areas struggling to make a 
living in urban shanty towns, others who 
had been obliged to emigrate suffering the 
harsh conditions of industrial labour and 
repressive strikes. Later scenes reflected 
the problems and contradictions of an in-
cipient consumer society, and the impact 
of emerging international protest move-
ments and their critique of capitalism 
and imperialism. The works also captured 
certain aesthetic changes resulting from 
the crisis of Realist styles, the internal di-
visions within the Spanish Communist 
party and familiarity with other figurative 
options such as Figuration Narrative or 
Pop Art. The ambiguity and diversity of the 
works chosen to illustrate essays or calen-
dars or be displayed in group exhibitions by 
Estampa Popular could both be explained 

in a context of meaning that embraced a 
common anti-Franco message. Discov-
ering references associated with the an-
ti-fascist resistance during the Spanish 
Civil War, the visual quotes from the critical 
tradition of Spanish art, the introduction of 
words, the choice of exhibition spaces re-
lated to subversive activities, the presence 
of renowned anti-Franco intellectuals, 
etc., were all valid strategies when it came 
to pointing out possible interpretations.

Despite the existence of actions that spe-
cifically addressed rural audiences, the 
‘popularity’ sought by Estampa Popular 
when choosing their means and spaces 
of diffusion was that of the popular urban 
cultures in large industrial societies. Their 
works opposed high culture, as exem-
plified by the elitist art in museums and 
galleries, or the prizes awarded at interna-
tional competitions that only welcomed 
official representatives, and low culture, 
i.e., mass culture, that was also under 
control of the regime. In point of fact, Es-
tampa Popular was an option for those 
who were already seeking an alternative, 
which explains why most of their works 
reached out to similar-minded intellectu-
als and played an important role in creating 
a common anti-Franco identity. Their pro-
posal, alongside all those shaping the cul-
tural backdrop to anti-Francoism, opened 
up alternative paths on the margins of the 
regime and prompted a united atmos-
phere that succeeded in strengthening 
the convictions of those involved. In short, 
it helped create the necessary conditions 
for mobilising society against a system 
of government that intended to present 
a discourse that was at once coherent, 
modern and unique. 
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