
Richard Serra
Equal-Parallel: Guernica-Bengasi, 1986

From the 1980s onwards, Richard Serra (San Francisco, California, USA, 1939) went deeper into sculpture’s 
relationship with space with several projects in which, by his intervention in a specific architectural space, 
he turned it into a sculptural space. This was the idea behind Equal-Parallel: Guernica-Bengasi, in which the 
symmetry and balance in the conception of an architectural space are enhanced by the presence of the work, 
creating, as Armin Zweite has written, a tense articulation of an architectural space, the upper part of which is a 
smooth barrel vault, flooded with white light.

Serra has made it clear that his works do 
not refer to the memory of any person, 
place or event, yet the title Equal-Parallel: 
Guernica-Bengasi refers to the spatial 
experience of the work, but also to a pa-
rallelism between two historic events, on 
the premise that they are equal. The bom-
bing of the civilian population of Guernica 
by the Condor Legion on April 26th 1937 
is being compared to an event that took 
place at the same time as this work was 
being created; the attack of April 15th 
1986 on the city of Bengasi by the Ameri-
can air force, which caused civilian casual-
ties including one of the Libyan dictator’s 
daughters. This attack was a reprisal for a 
bomb attack on a Berlin discotheque (April 
5th) attributed to Libya, in which a woman 
and two American servicemen were killed.

Also strikingly present in this sculpture are 
those constants of Serra’s plastic output 
connected with the attributes of steel, 
with concepts such as balance, size and 
weight, so that the sculpture’s thirty-eight 
tons, the material’s density and the milli-
metrical positioning of the blocks in the 
room, directly on the floor, are conceived 
in line with the architectural proportions of 
the space. Weight has always been one of 
the fundamental concepts in his work; in 
a piece called Weight, he wrote: “Weight 
is a value for me, not that it is any more 
compelling than lightness, but I simply 
know more about weight than lightness 
and therefore I have more to say about it, 

The sculpture was conceived for the building that houses the Museo Nacional Centro 
de Arte Reina Sofía, specifically for a large room with vaulted ceiling in the southern part 
alongside the patio, where it was installed for the exhibition Referencias. Un encuentro 
artístico en el tiempo, which opened the Museo Reina Sofía on May 26th 1986. Since 
its unveiling in 2009, the sculpture has been exhibited in a different room on the same 
floor, which has almost identical dimensions and height to the original room and also has 
a barrel vault.  The new presentation has been adapted by the artist to the specific dimen-
sions of the slightly shorter new space.

Equal-Parallel: Guernica-Bengasi is made up of four solid blocks of hot-rolled COR-TEN 
steel, four slabs arranged with an elevation of 148.5 cm (Equal Elevations), in line with 
the height of the windowsills.  Two of the flour blocks are square, and measure 24 cm in 
depth, while the other two are rectangular and have the same depth, and a width of five 
metres. Serra has positioned the slabs in an alternating arrangement, leaving an emp-
ty central space of 15.54 metres, similar in size to the 14.78 metre space filled by the 
blocks; so the viewer perceives the sculpture as a strong, corporeal experience of the spa-
ce dictated by the artist, in a way he himself described by saying: “Elevations equal in 
height in an open field, on a flat floor, shift both horizontally and vertically in relation to 
one’s movement. The center is dislocated from the physical center of the work and shifts 
to the viewer, thus becoming a moving center”.



more to say about […] the psychological 
effects of weight […] more to say about the 
perpetual and meticulous adjustments 
of weight, more to say about the pleasure 
derived from the exactitude of the laws of 
gravity.”
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Juan Muñoz
I Saw It in Bologna, 1991

Juan Muñoz was a special case in Spanish sculpture of the 1980s and 1990s because of the complex cosmo-
politan character of his artistic personality, formed during the years of training in London and New York bet-
ween 1979 and 1983, and reaching fruition not only in his plastic works (sculpture and drawings) but also in 
his essays, his literary and audio creation and his exhibition curation. 

It is significant that the artist had no interest in the “sculp-
tural”, once declaring, “the physical aspect and the formal 
problems of sculpture in themselves have never interested 
me”. Neither did he look for it in his figures, which he clai-
med should always be conceived “as statues, not as sculp-
tures”, denying any “intimate connection with them” and 
blocking any possible “humanist” meaning by using a num-
ber of artifices to create distance, such as scale - always 
smaller than life-size - monochrome, lack of legs or feet 
and the abstract, anonymous character of the blind featu-
res of all his figures. On top of this, the figures were always 
placed within a conceptual spatial framework, the origin of 
which he himself described by saying “from the very start, 
my figures … have always responded to a conceptual pre-
occupation. I use architecture to create a ‘theatrical’ frame 
of reference for the figure”. An essentially visual frame in 
which, unlike minimalist works, the spectator can neither 
participate nor enter, and about which he comments “I try 
to open the sculpture up to a larger frame of reference that 
includes optical illusions. I think you need to if you’re going 
to avoid obsessing over a physical object”.

I Saw It in Bologna has all the aspects that define the con-
cept of the figure and of the space in a Juan Muñoz work. 
The sculptural installation was produced in the same year 
as his first Conversations, in which various figures, also 
without legs like the main figure in the Museum piece, sha-
red a space in such a way that not only were they ignoring 
each other, but, like the hooded figure in I Saw It in Bologna, 
were absolutely removed from the possible viewer. 

I Saw It in Bologna is also the materialisation of a vision of 
exterior space that alludes to the artist’s concept of the city 
as a place of transition, and to his idea of the Baroque as a 
space of illusionism and dislocation. The eight columns of 
the work are a stylisation of the Solomonic column, which 
shares with previous works such as Dwarf with Three Co-
lumns (1988) this reference to Baroque architecture and 

From his first solo exhibition in 1984, in the Fernando Vijande gallery 
in Madrid, the work of Juan Muñoz (Madrid, 1953 - Santa Eulària des 
Riu, Ibiza, 2001) was unmistakeably figurative and in parallel to other 
American and European sculptors of the 1980s working in figuration, 
such as Robert Gober, Katharina Fritsch, Stephan Balkenhol and 
Thomas Schütte. But his originality stemmed from formal coherence 
and the profound literary, musical, cinematic and philosophical refe-
rences that ran through his sculptures, which, as Muñoz himself put 
it, were “fragments of memory”, culminating in 2001 with the major 
sculpture installation Double Bind for Tate Modern, just before his unti-
mely and unexpected death.



the presence of a strange, uncomfortable 
figure, differing from the dwarf that here 
has become a generic tumbler, unable to 
walk or change location because he always 
returns to his starting point. In its current 
location in the corridor of the Museum’s 
east gallery, I Saw It in Bologna takes on its 
full dimension of architectural silence. 

Muñoz, an admirer of the enigmatic, anon-
ymous sculpture of Alberto Giacometti 
and the painting of Giorgio de Chirico, in 
which the statue had the role of “time 
standing still”, managed through this work 
not only to materialise the eternal instant 
of the memory, which in the Italian’s pain-
ting was only illusion, but also to recreate, 
symbolically, the figure of Giacometti’s 
walking man which “will always want to 
walk, but will never be able to take the next 
step”.
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Eduardo Chillida 
Toki Egin (Homenaje a San Juan de la Cruz), 1989-90

Toki Egin’s heavy concave shapes must 
first and foremost be taken as an expres-
sion of space, which in the sculptor echoes 
the Aristotelian concept of “moles” or 
space-place. But the work contains other 
meaningful elements that should be seen 
in the light of Chillida’s own comment that 
“my constant rebellion against the laws of 
gravity has a religious aspect.” Toki Egin 
(Homage to San Juan de la Cruz), then, 
deals with the space of the sacred, and is 
made up of two heavy Corten steel Latin 
crosses that are joined in a curve, holding 
each other in direct defiance of the laws 
of gravity. San Juan, known by the epithet 
of “de la Cruz”, used the Christian symbol 
to express internal purification and the 
mystical embrace referred to in his Spiri-
tual Canticle. The sculptor also used the 
metaphor of the cross to mark out an area 
corresponding to his intention to not only 
create works that were “calm and quiet, 
the only way to escape to some extent 
from the influence of time”, but also works 
in which, as he wrote, the “conception of 
space has a spiritual dimension, just as it 
also has a philosophical one.”

Finally, in Toki Egin the defiance of gra-
vity must be seen through a dense, dark 
materiality in keeping with what theolo-
gian Friedhelm Mennekes, a student of 
Chillida’s work, believes defines the holy 
Carmelite’s mystic-poetical thought pro-
cess in his search for the depths of things 
and the absolutes of experience, and who 
“was led by the image of the night towards 
the essential concept of critical doubt, 
towards the principle of a new mystical 
theology”.

In 1947 Eduardo Chillida (San Sebastian, 1924-2002) gave up his architecture studies 
for sculpture, and spent the next two years at the Spanish College of the Cité Universi-
taire de Paris. There he met Madrid painter Pablo Palazuelo and the sculptor Brancusi, 
whose studio he visited, and whose work inspired him to deal with two central areas of 
his own art: space and matter. In 1955 he had his first one-man exhibition at Madrid’s 
Clan gallery, and the following year saw his first international show at the Maeght gallery 
in Paris. Writers such as Margit Rowell, Gaston Bachelard, Carola Giedion-Welcker, and 
Arnold Rüdinger, the director of the Bern Kunsthalle who had previously included him in 
a group exhibition highlighting the importance of iron as a material, gave their support 
to a sculptural structure defined as “a permanent, winding movement of energy towards 
the infinite” and as “dreams in iron”, which was awarded the Grand Prize for Sculpture at 
the 29th Venice Biennale in 1958. From the 1970s onwards, Chillida’s sculpture, which 
could be described as a search for what the poet Jorge Guillén expressed in Cántico with 
the phrase “how profound is the air”, was essentially based on the concepts of space and 
gravity, which he defined through a question framed as follows: “Might not density, in 
fact, in all its splendour, be needed to deal with space?”.

The sculpture that Chillida created in 1989-90 as a homage to San Juan de la Cruz 
(1542-1591), called Toki Egin, is a profoundly dense, monumental piece. This is one of 
the most important works that the artist did in honour of the Spanish religious figure, 
along with those shown at the Sankt Peter church in Cologne in 1993. The phrase ‘Toki 
Egin’ means “make way”, and is a reference to a key idea in his concept of sculpture since 
the 1970s, about which he wrote: “Space remains anonymous as long as it is not limited. 
My works used to be the protagonists, but now they must be the means of making the 
space the protagonist … I want to enclose space in my work”.
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Alexander Calder 
Carmen, 1974

The forms of the mobile blades in Carmen 
are two-dimensional, organic and brightly 
coloured, and move naturally in the wind. 
This mobile structure transmits the opti-
mism that is intrinsic to all the American 
sculptor’s work that, like other pieces in 
his output, has a woman’s name as the 
title (in this particular case, with a num-
ber of poetic and musical connotations.) 
Because it is not denied movement, as the 
Stabiles are, it can specifically express the 
feeling of natural freedom that actual mo-
vement can bring to a sculpture. 

After studying mechanical engineering in Hoboken, New York, Alexander Calder (Lawn-
ton, Pennsylvania, 1898 - New York, 1976) moved to Paris in 1926, where he produced 
his first works close to abstraction in the 1930s. Calder’s work, like that of his closest 
contemporaries such as Joan Miró (1893-1983), and Jean Arp (1886-1966), was ba-
sed on forms taken from nature, to create a poetry of detailed, organic, elemental forms, 
which was even more defined in Calder’s case by the novelty of having actual movement 
in the sculpture. 

During the last two decades of his life, Calder focused on large-scale sculptures, pro-
ducing hundreds of pieces, including fixed sculptures (Stabiles), mobiles and, mostly, 
mobiles on fixed bases (Standing Mobiles), a format that allowed him enormous room 
to work vertically, and consequently in large dimensions, while based on a solid study of 
balance and dynamics. Since the 1950s, Calder’s work should also be seen in contrast to 
the works of the abstract expressionists, not only for their natural optimism and non-in-
trospective vitality, but also for their technique, based on designs that started life as small 
models in riveted sheet metal in which he created asymmetrical shapes of a disparity of 
forms, which became increasingly ordered and regular.

Carmen is an example of the monumental sobriety of his last works. The sculpture was 
acquired by the State months before the Centro de Arte Reina Sofía was declared a Na-
tional Museum, and was first installed in the Sabatini Garden in 1992. It belongs to the 
Standing Mobiles category, so prolific in his work after La Spirale was installed in the 
UNESCO building in Paris in 1958. The category refers to works for open-air exhibition, 
consisting of a fixed detachable metal base, and an upper mobile part that moves with 
the wind, made of riveted and painted sheet metal.
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Joan Miró 
Oiseau lunaire, 1966

Linked to his declared intention to “murder painting”, in the 1930s Joan Miró (Barcelo-
na, 1893-Palma de Mallorca, 1983) created a group of structures and object-sculptu-
res that constituted his main contribution to surrealist sculpture. These objects arose 
from his desire to investigate surrealist automatism and his interest in breaking away 
not just from the flatness of painting but from all the traditional foundations of plastic 
representation. These concepts are present in his collages from 1928-30 and in the 
three-dimensional constructions he based on them from 1930-31 onwards, which 
clearly set out to be provocative and absolutely avant-garde.

In the 1940s, the painter returned to sculpture with similar premises but with a more 
oniric, cosmic kind of intention. Later on, in the 1960s, he went back to three-dimen-
sional output, in search of an extrovert, ironic plastic inventiveness, shaped using tradi-
tional methods such as bronze casting, behind which there was a constructive process 
based on found objects.

In Oiseau lunaire (Lunar Bird) the first version of which dates from 1946-49, one can 
see the legacy of the nature-connected organic forms of a part of surrealist sculpture, 
particularly that of Jean Arp (1886-1966), but with a subject matter that is very per-
sonal to the Catalan artist, in which metaphorical forms and ideas from the natural and 
cosmic world come together to create a strange hybrid character with a shining highly 
polished surface. A Lunar Bird, evoking the vital forces of the cosmic world and the na-
ture of animals.
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Thomas Schütte 
Wichte, 2006

watercolours of faces from the same de-
cade.
The work is installed along the gallery co-
rridor of the Sabatini patio, like a series of 
column capitals or corbels, in an attempt 
to emphasise the sculpture’s architectural 
quality, which is so important to Schütte. 
So Wichte is erected as a kind of monu-
ment, running the length the vaulted Mu-
seum corridor, making very deliberate use 
of the space. 

The artistic vocation of Thomas Schütte (Oldenburg, Germany, 1954) crystallised after 
his visit to Documenta 5 in Kassel, 1972. The event featured several artists known for 
their radical stance towards current artistic reality and their questioning of modernity, like 
Daniel Buren, Blinky Palermo and Sol LeWitt. Another exhibitor was the German pain-
ter Gerhard Richter, Schütte’s tutor at the Düsseldorf Academy of Fine Arts in 1975. By 
1983 Schütte was already an outstanding member of the new generation of artists in 
Germany who, like Reinhard Mucha, took a stand in the artistic world that combined fi-
gurative and the abstract traditions, and included painting, decoration, architecture and 
design. Schütte’s output alternated between expressionist works dedicated to subjects 
associated with figuration and works that were part of the contemporary architecture 
debate, using architectural models to represent genuine conceptual proposals, and even 
public art layered with ironic meaning.

Schütte has worked on the figure and human body in various sculpture-series done in a 
distinct, free-form expressionism, such as Großer Respekt, (Large Respect) and Kleiner 
Respekt, (Small Respect), both from 1994, and the well-known series Die Frauen 
(Women), from between 1998 and 2006. His interest in the bust, the face or head, goes 
back to the mid-1980s when he was sculpting rudimentary polychrome works in wood 
and plaster, such as 1986’s Mann und Frau (Man and Woman). In these works he was al-
ready presenting the simple representation of the psychological with what he referred to 
as “the grammar of the character”. The work at the Museum, entitled Wichte, consists of 
twelve heads on metal shelves, a representation of individual brutalised, grotesque faces. 
“Wichte” means imps or goblins, disquieting, ageless, timeless figures that have always 
had a threatening aura, giving off a feeling of brutality. The heads are cast in bronze, but 
have a soft, viscous appearance, reminiscent of other series by Schütte such as his pho-
tographic series United Enemies from the mid 1990s, and even of certain drawings and 

New acquisitions

Thomas Schütte. Wichte, 2006
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Rogelio López Cuenca
Decret n.º 1, 1992                

include: “The pavement under the beach”, 
“We manage your fears” and “Form is a dy-
namite charge set under the banality of the 
everyday”.

All López Cuenca’s art is created in the 
light of the idea of the word, and questions 
representation. He himself has said – quo-
ting Wittgenstein – that “to imagine a 
language means to imagine a form of life” 
and that therefore “in a society such as 
this, where the image of reality is a subs-
titute for actual reality, working as an artist 
on the representation of reality is actually 
working on reality itself, which therefore 
means that the aim of art is precisely to 
reveal the falsification of this representa-
tion”.

Decret n.º 1 by Rogelio López Cuenca (Nerja, Malaga, 1959) was originally conceived 
for Seville’s Expo 92. The artist’s aim was to look at the way public streets have become 
trivialised through consumerism and what he referred to as the “mass-mediatisation 
of the political”, by following the usual line of his work, which consists of breaking down 
society’s messages and icons.

The artist designed a set of 24 signs, identical in format, typography and colour, which 
were put up inside the exhibition venue. The title comes from the Decree No. 1 to De-
mocratisation of the Arts, published in the Moscow Futurists’ Futurist Gazette in 1918, 
which spread the idea of the dissolution of artistic activity in everyday life. 

Decret n.º 1 was supposed to be exhibited throughout the venue, but the work was ne-
ver actually shown in Seville. The day before the opening, the pieces were taken away 
and stored, which meant that there was no possibility in the originally conceived con-
text for these signs to create doubt and thought in the minds of the public.

Once the signs in Decret n.º 1 have become what the artist would term “archaeology” or 
“museum pieces”, being works in collections and parts of history, it is impossible for their 
exhibition to maintain their original identity with the official signage of the installation 
site. The modules have been placed around the public areas of the museum, however, 
in an attempt to still cause some consternation and thought on the part of the visitor.

The work becomes a sculpture while continuing the intention to act as a traffic sign on 
which, using “camouflaged” messages in various languages, the viewer can find sen-
tences that appeal to his or her intelligence and question the language of power, the 
authority of social norms, the discourse of order and enforcement. Examples of the texts 
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Roy Lichtenstein 
Brushstroke, 1996

The monumental Brushstroke was insta-
lled in the patio of the building designed by 
Jean Nouvel for the Museo Reina Sofía’s 
expansion, as part of the exhibition Roy 
Lichtenstein. All about art, held from the 
24th of June until the 27th of September 
2004. The sculpture then became a per-
manent part of the Museum’s Collection. 
This sculpture is undeniable evidence of 
the uniqueness of this American artist, 
who later went on to create a copy that is 
currently in Washington’s Hirshhorn Mu-
seum and Sculpture Garden collection.

In 1962, the American painter Roy Lichtenstein (New York, 1923-1997) exhibited a se-
ries of works at New York’s Castelli Gallery that marked the beginning of his maturity as a 
sculptor. It was sculpture that harked back to his typical comic book-influenced graphic 
colour stylized paintings, which was to define his entire three-dimensional output - ex-
cept for one short period, from 1967 to 1970, in which he created art deco-inspired works 
in metal.

Brushstroke is an imposing sculpture about the painter’s craft. It is clearly connected to 
Lichtenstein’s paintings from 1965, which refer to Action Painting and Abstract Expres-
sionism by ‘quoting’ the gestural brushstroke that characterises so much of this Ame-
rican painting style, doing so through his characteristic comic book graphics, the very 
symbol of Lichtenstein’s Pop Art. 

From the 1980s onwards, the New York painter brought the theme of brushstrokes to 
sculpture, using the subject to work on pieces in model form, then moving on to medium-
sized works and finally executing monumental structures, such as the one at the Mu-
seum. With them, he created plastic symbols as ironic parodies of a pictorial style who-
se main features were introspection and subjectivism, which these sculptures stripped 
down and reduced to a minimal expression as a symbol. 
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On the occasion of the American Royal Farmers’ Association Annual Fair (a.k.a. 
American Royal), the culmination of a series of national celebrations, Miralda mo-
bilized thousands of Kansas City citizens from a broad social spectrum to generate 
this multi-part urban project that pivoted on agricultural icons and food culture. His 
downtown parade/performance led to an installation at the Nelson Atkins Museum 
of Art as well as a participatory presentation at the Board of Trade.

Appropriating Kansas City’s existing institutions and festivals, Miralda’s artwork 
was perceived as a natural extension of the area’s cultural vitality. Its citizens still 
hail him as a local hero. The artwork’s complexity and integration into the city’s fiber 
required two years of preliminary contacts and planning, plus two more years of pre-
paration in situ.

Wheat & Steak was an early public intervention in the context of Miralda’s oeuvre.  It 
was the first time he had worked in many modes that would become representative 
of his work: it was an urban artwork that unfolded over time, as well as an exploration 
of the historical exchange of foods between the New and Old Worlds. 

Tri-Uni-Corn 
This emblematic, fibreglass float consisted of a steer, a hog and a lamb, each with 
one corn-encrusted horn, arranged in a pyramidal stack. The “skinned” figures were 
painted with musculature and gold text labelling cuts of meat. They stood on a sa-
crificial table, which referred to the Harvest Supper, a traditional feast for which an 
animal was killed and eaten in the fields in celebration on the harvest.

The American Royal Fair Queen rode in a gold convertible Cadillac ahead of the float. 
According to secular medieval legend, the unicorn, a symbol of virtue and chastity, 
could be captured only by a virgin with a mirror. In this case, the queen gazed at the 
Tri-Uni-Corn horns, associated with virility and magic power, though the rearview 
mirror.

Note:
Amy Rosenblum text extracted 
from: Miralda. De gustibus non 
disputandum. 
Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro 
de Arte Reina Sofía; La Fábrica, 
2010.

Miralda
Wheat & Steak, 1981
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