
The initiatives designed to bring about artistic renewal in Spain in the late forties took shape the following decade as abstract pain-
ting developed and Surrealist trends declined. Groups such as Pórtico and forums for artistic debate such as the School of Altamira 
favoured the presence of abstract art, which became the only possible modernist alternative.

The New Blood
Recuperating the Avant-Garde in the 
Early Years of Francoism (1948-1953)

yet can also be compared to the oeuvre of 
Bram van Velde and Stäel and to the work 
produced in the prostrated French capital 
(where Fermín Aguayo would himself end 
up) in the years after the Second World 
War, before the arrival of Abstract Ex-
pressionism on the French art scene. The 
venues at which the group held its exhi-
bitions—Pórtico bookshop in Saragossa, 
Buchholz Art Gallery, Alerta gallery in San-
tander and Studio gallery in Bilbao—for-
med a circuit where the different proposals 
for artistic renewal in Spain at the time 
could coexist and be compared. Some of 
these would crystallise in the celebration 
of the First Latin American Art Biennial 
in Madrid in 1951 and in the abovemen-
tioned exhibition of abstract art staged in 
Santander in 1953.

The International Abstract Art Conference held in Santander in 1953 under the auspi-
ces of José Luis Fernández del Amo, meant “the official recognition of abstract art,” to 
quote Juan Barcino (La Vanguardia, 18 August 1953). In actual fact it meant the end 
of a process that had begun the previous decade after the founding of the Pórtico Group 
in Saragossa, the more or less underground activities of Dau al Set in Barcelona, and the 
meetings of the School of Altamira in Santander and Madrid. We should not dissociate 
these changes in the Spanish art scene from the superficial transformation of the Fran-
co regime in 1945, which led to a greater presence of political Catholicism that seemed 
to dominate the ministries of Education and Foreign Affairs and would play a significant 
role in artistic renewal.
Between the years 1948 and 1953 abstract and Surrealist trends would not only con-
verge but would be obvious in the oeuvre of Paul Klee (1879-1940), Wassily Kandinsky 
(1866-1944) and Joan Miró (1893-1983); the latter saw how the recognition of his 
art grew in the United States after 1945 and yet remained discreet in Spain. In Klee’s 
Héroe alado (Winged Hero, 1905), that “was constantly trying to fly,” as Klee himself 
wrote in his interesting diaries in 1950, could be an allegory for Spain in the late forties, 
just as Kandinsky’s objective of “awakening the ability to capture the spirituality of abs-
tract and material things,’ and depict ‘pure or abstract constructions in space.” Both 
principles could feature in the agenda for artistic renewal of the period.
Pórtico was the first community of abstract artists set up in Spain in the aftermath of 
the Spanish Civil War. The hard core of the group embraced Santiago Lagunas (1912-
1995), Fermín Aguayo (1926-1977) and Eloy Laguardia (1927), whose painting be-
trayed the influence of the three aforementioned artists (Klee, Kandinsky and Miró) and 
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The School of Altamira, which met in San-
tander in 1948 and 1949 and in Madrid 
in 1951 (immediately before the First La-
tin American Art Biennial), intermittently 
brought together art theorists (Ricardo 
Gullón, Luis Felipe Vivanco, Eduardo Wes-
terdhal, Enrique Lafuente Ferrari, Sebastià 
Gasch, the architect Alberto Sartoris) and 
artists (Mathias Goeritz, Ángel Ferrant, 
Llorens Artigas, Eudaldo Serra, Francis-
co Gutiérrez Cossío) was dedicated to 
the prehistoric paintings of Altamira (“a 
concrete figure and an abstraction,” wro-
te Vivanco, thereby avoiding a possible 
debate between representational and 
non-representational art). Those who 
met in Altamira would work hand in glove 
to promote an artistic renewal supported 
by the group’s art critics, artistic dissemi-
nation (one of the agreements suggested 
producing publications “like those of the 
Museum of Modern Art”) and a plural pro-
duction based on a more or less restrained 
abstraction. One of the conclusions of the 
first gathering categorically asserted that 
the School did not uphold the principles of 
Surrealism, which proves that the initiati-
ves of artistic renewal were not homoge-
neous during those years although neither 
were they were radically dissociated. The 
School of Altamira sessions advocated 
pure art, i.e., art that was non-nationalist, 
non-political and, as Westerdhal stated, 
quoting Kandinsky, “in the service of the 
divine.”
However, the School pointed to the pre-
sence of Primitivism in Spain as an argu-
ment for renewal and a possible third way 
between Surrealism and abstraction. The 
primitive is absolutely visible in the work of 
Mathias Goeritz (1915-1990), a German 
painter who arrived in Spain in 1944 and 
moved to Mexico in 1949. The importance 
of Goeritz’s role in the artistic regeneration 
of those years has still to be established. 
His diagrammatic figures floating in con-
tinuous spaces (not far removed from tho-
se of Miró) evoke prehistoric painters and, 
above all, appear as modernist proposals 
as opposed to Surrealism and classical 
painting.
The sculptures by Ángel Ferrant (1891-
1961) reveal the varied interests of the 
artist who in 1936 took part in the Logi-

cophobist Exhibition held in the Catalonia 
Bookshop in Barcelona, proving the smoo-
thness of the communication and hybridi-
sation between the different trends. The 
fact is that Ferrant’s oeuvre, which was 
vital for the Spanish art scene, opened up 
a range of interesting fronts: the works he 
described as “intact sculptures” derived 
from the found objects (Majestad, 1951) 
that were held dear by the Surrealists; the 
Primitivism the sculptor practiced at the 
School of Altamira produced shapes that 
evoked megalithic constructions; and the 
sphere of ‘infinite sculpture’ he attributed 
to the important sculptural tradition of the 
mobile.
The works by Miró, Ferrant, Kandinsky 
and Klee embodied the avant-garde’s 
reconstruction designs, as did those by 
Dau al Set, of Surrealist inspiration: the 
motley compositions by Modest Cuixart 
(1925-2007), the dream-like spaces by 
the visionary Joan Ponç (1927-1984) and 
the fantasy exercises by the young Anto-
ni Tàpies (1923-2012), who replaced his 
self-portraits with the wall motif in Paris 
in 1950. In his turn, Antonio Saura (1930-
1998) hoped to become a Surrealist pain-
ter (and signed his articles in Índice de 
Artes y Letras as such) before coming into 
contact with André Breton’s group in Paris 
and deciding that the real change was ta-
king place in New York.
All this throws some light on the presence 
of a vague (albeit somewhat hidden) Su-
rrealism in post-war Spain, not only in the 
realm of the visual arts but also in inter-
disciplinary visual-poetic proposals such 
as Postism. Mention should also be made 
of the pictographs by Manolo Millares 
(1926-1972). Following a deep-rooted 
habit in Breton’s group and in its surroun-
ding milieu, Millares sought modernism 
in primitive cultures and considered Wal-
ter Benjamin’s preface to Nadja the best 
approximation to it, “The writings of his 
circle are not literature but something else 
[…] the writings are concerned literally with 
experiences, not with theories and still 
less with phantasms.” The artistic forces 
in play were more heterogeneous and less 
well defined than it could have seemed.
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