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   EDITORIAL
eremuak began its history in 2013. Now, on our fifth issue, we face the challenge of con-
solidating the magazine as a space for reflection, criticism and the analysis of art prac-
tices in the contemporary Basque art context in addition to its work of disseminating 
work supported by the eremuak programme itself. To this end, the decision was made to 
structure the contents of each subsequent issue to #3 around a common theme, encour-
aging critical interpretation and allowing for possible relationships between proposals 
that arise from the same cultural environment, though independently of one another.

Following on from this decision, eremuak #5 considers the relevance of the ground as 
a place for artistic occurrences in many current forms of practice. Recent works are of-
ten placed on the ground, whether formalised as installations, sculpture, or object type 
works – often being scattered in space in arrangements that highlight their materiality 
and pertinence to the mundane.

We see this as a form of making whose roots can be traced locally to certain attitudes spe-
cific to Basque sculpture in the eighties, but which displays a manner of arranging com-
mon to a wide range of artists in our environment and beyond it. Without interpreting 
or evaluating the phenomenon, we may observe it as a symptom of a certain condition, a 
shared feeling which reveals conceptual decisions and a need to express things that would 
seem to become more effectively embodied in contact with the horizontal plane.

In examining the present situation we have called for outside perspectives, such as the 
main contributions from historian and curator Pedro de Llano and publisher María 
Virginia Jaua. A text by Miriam Alzuri, Begoña González and Miguel Zugaza, curators 
of Después del 68 (After '68), speaks of an exhibition organized by the Museum of Fine 
Arts, Bilbao for November 2018, in which the Museum collection and works from other 
institutions will be showcased to present a broad vision of recent Basque art production.

This issue also includes the habitual interviews or conversations with artists, which 
provide accounts of two important exhibitions of 2018 in San Sebastián and Bilbao: the 
wide-ranging La risa del espacio (The Laughter of Space) by painter José Ramón Amond-
arain at the San Telmo Museum, San Sebastián; and Resistencia (Resistance) by Ana 
Laura Aláez at Galería CarrerasMugica, which in spite of the artist’s long trajectory is her 
first solo exhibition in Bilbao for over twenty years. These two interviews were made by 
artist Nadia Barkate and researcher, writer and curator Maite Garbayo in an effort to set 
up relationships between different generations.

The issue is completed by a text by Oier Iruretagoiena for Zena eta dena (What Was, 
What Is), an exhibition he curated for Markina as part of the Harriak programme; a col-
laboration by Alkolea Beach, a recently closed space for artistic creation and mediation 
in San Sebastián run by artists Sandra Cuesta, Larraitz Torres and Amaia Urra and sup-
ported by our ongoing sponsorship programme; an intervention in the magazine’s centre 
spread by artist Amaia Molinet, whose project Das Paradies (Paradise) was also spon-
sored by the programme, and a back cover by Jone Loizaga.

Finally, we would like to welcome artist Maider López onto the eremuak work commis-
sion and editorial team of the magazine. She joined us in 2018, taking over from Pello 
Irazu, who after editing this as his final issue will be leaving the commission.

eremuak #5 is freely distributed and available at different cultural centres and public li-
braries, and can be downloaded at www.eremuak.net
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LAND USE. NOTES 
ON SCULPTURAL 
GESTURES AND 
PRACTICE *
MARÍA VIRGINIA JAUA 

The Spanish expression uso del suelo (“land 
use”) means the acts, activities and interven-
tions carried out by human beings on a specific 
piece of land with the purpose of making it 
productive, modifying, or maintaining it. To this 
end, after studies and verdicts on the terrain, 
different types of usage are assigned to differ-
ent pieces of ground. These relate to different 
forms of production and services in human 
activity, which can also be called processes of 
birth, development and death.

The expression, which was originally used to 
differentiate rural from urban lands, can be 
carried across in a somewhat daring leap to 
the cultural arena as a means of situating and 
reflecting on certain shifts, changes of direction 
and new manifestations in art practice.

With the number of possible human activities 
within the three above-mentioned categories 
being almost infinite, I will narrow my considera-
tion down to the “processes of development” 
category. In it, I will look at ‘land use’ by a num-
ber of artists and sculptors.

Before I begin, I must first clarify that I will not 
be looking at artists on whose works Rosalind 
Krauss based her essay on sculpture in the ex-
panded field,1 although many of the examples 
she analyses are part of the visual heritage of 
the artists and works given here. This is firstly 
because I consider that her text, which I could 
not but mention, has already been digested 
and assimilated, so that little can be added to 
it. Secondly, the practices I consider here are 
smaller in scale and more humble in their pro-
portions and use of materials, although no less 
ambitious, even without the architectural mon-
umentality or landscape-related pretensions of 
the former.

What I would like to share with readers of this 
text, then, is a sort of personal history – like a 
series of notes – that revises some of the ar-
tistic motions and practices that occupy the 
ground space [or use the land] with the same 
naturalness and energy that children display in 
the game of marbles.

This association might seem to be little more 
than a bright idea; but it led me to perceive not 
only a single link, but an entire system of rela-
tionships between play and art, some of which I 
will explain here.

Our first approaches to the world around us 
occur in the space in which small children ex-
plore on their hands and knees. Later, as we 
socialize, games are used to test out the rules 
and possibilities of life. The game of marbles is 
generally played outside, in the street, in empty 
plots, playgrounds or parks, though marbles can 
also be played inside, sheltered from the rain. It 
is normally a game for several players, but can 
also be played by one or two. As in art, play de-
termines its own time and being; the game lasts 
as long as it has to. This is perhaps one of the 
main ontological characteristics of both art and 
play. Interestingly, both the English and French 
(marbres) terms also refer to the stone most 
favoured by classical sculptors. Both the game 
and the discipline in art that uses the stone can 
thus be seen as archaeological objects that tes-
tify to a past and provide the historical founda-
tions from which some of the motions in art we 
see here have sprung.

First instance of ‘land use’: Duchamp

Marcel Duchamp’s preference for chess over art 
comes as no surprise. In 1917, before the end of 
World War I, the artist was living in New York, 
where he exhibited the first of his works that 

* Translator's note: This text pivots around the 
double meaning of the term “uso del suelo,” which 
in English must be rendered into each of its specific 
meanings: “land use,” as a territorial concept with le-
gal derivations, particularly connoted in the Spanish 
context of recent years with issues of speculation 
and corruption, and “use of the floor/ground,” as 
horizontal extension.



5

Marcel Duchamp, Trébuchet, 1917. © Association Marcel Duchamp / ADAGP, Paris / VEGAP, Bilbao, 2018

were to radically change the history of art. It is 
the passion for play in his acts – crucial for what 
we are considering here – that gives birth to 
what I think must have been the first sculpture 
to have made full use of the ground space – 
modest, playful and enormously free in a child-
like way: Trébuchet.

It can be supposed that this photograph was 
taken at the artist’s studio at his New York resi-
dence the same year it was conceived. Avant-
garde myth has it that Duchamp had purchased 
the coat rack and intended to hang it on the 
wall for his coats, but that the “I would prefer 
not to” syndrome meant that he kept stumbling 
(trébucher) on the object as it lay on his studio 
floor. These daily accidents prompted the crea-
tive act of nailing it to the wooden floor and 
titling it, also paying homage to Duchamp’s two 
great passions: stumbling against, coming across 
an idea; and chess.

The piece must have got lost or lain nailed to 
the ground in his apartment, and then years 
later, in 1964, the artist had prints made of it 
through a gallery owner who commissioned 
eight copies of it. One of them was on view in 
the exhibition Locus Solus – Impresiones de Ray-
mond Roussel. However, the curators made a 
change in the ‘land use’ category of the work by 
placing it on a plinth, which completely miscon-
strued the meaning of this pioneer stumble in 
conceptual art.

At this point I will bring in the fact that there 
are two basic devices art (or the art system) 
habitually use to present works: the plinth, for 
sculpture and three-dimensional works, and the 
frame for painting and subsequently photogra-
phy. These devices and the variations on them 
are at the service of artworks, and have been 
used to present them, make them more visible, 
dignify, and also protect them and the viewer.2

Artists who have reflected on these devices in-
clude, in the reader’s context, CVA, the collec-
tive made up of Marisa Fernández and Juan Luis 
Moraza, who gave particular consideration to 
the frame, but also to the relationship between 
painting and sculpture. The installation (P) Punto 
de vista [(P) Point of View, 1982] gives a glimpse 
of where their investigation led them.

Mentioning this project necessarily leads me, 
in the search for some kind of impossible or-
der, to invoke Jorge Oteiza, who was, is and 
will continue to be the great master of Basque 
sculpture, and not only that. Before I even come 
to the end of that sentence I wonder if Oteiza 
would agree, or if he might not have preferred 
me to use the word statuary in place of sculp-
ture. I cannot answer my own question, so I will 
simply say that his influence on other artists, 
particularly in the Basque Country, is still de-
cisive today, and a reference for the younger 
generations.

My research on the placement of Oteiza’s works 
leads me to another enigma (art is full of them, 
or should be). Searching for what could be a 
pivotal work, I come across one of the most 
emblematic of them: the piece he titled Caja 
vacía (Empty Box, 1958).

Caja vacía is not clear or obvious in its use of 
the ground space, as a childish game; nor is it 
made of ephemeral or humble materials like 
cardboard, but of steel – but it is a key piece in 
coming up with a line of case studies to follow. 
Let me explain why.

The “empty box,” as it was conceived and in-
terpreted in the context of the artist’s work, 
deconstructs sculpture; it empties out the form 
or the body of a cube, as Oteiza himself stated 
in other words. This emptying out multiplies and 
potentiates levels of interpretation and mean-
ing; so that there is something in it that makes 
this empty box relevant to the line of thinking 
I am pursuing. But there is another aspect to 
consider. Emptying the work also means it be-
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different, seemingly impossible paths converge. 
The empty box functions as a religious portrait, 
a metaphysical box, uts-goikoa, an inner space 
which exudes a dialectical adjustment. These 
descriptions or functions are not mine but the 
artist’s; for me, each of them are like little il-
luminations. I would only add that when Oteiza 
speaks of “de-occupation” in his artistic inves-
tigations, he is in the process of fulfilling the ab-
solute potential of the creative exercise itself. 

And there is little to add to that statement.

Let us take a look at two images of the Caja 
vacía with some interesting differences and 
similarities.

The two photographs, as can be seen, are al-
most identical. But there is an underlying differ-
ence (which is also intrinsic to life in the world). 
In the first image, the work is standing on a tiny, 
invisible plinth whose presence can be deduced 
by the shadow of the piece on the ground. The 
work seems to be levitating above the stand, 
changing its meaning. In the second photo-
graph, however, somebody – possibly the artist, 
possibly a curator or even the photographer, 
has taken the photograph without the pedestal. 
The piece is standing directly on the ground. We 
do not know if this was the artist’s intention or 
if he left any instructions on the piece’s instal-
lation. What can be said, though, is that both 
choices are conceivably valid, and that selecting 
one or another can be left to whoever is tasked 
with articulating the narrative of the piece; it 
depends on circumstances sometimes extrane-
ous to the construction of the discourse itself. 

Second instance of land use: Gabriel Orozco

We will now take another quantum leap, from 
Oteiza’s metaphysical box to Gabriel Orozco’s 
Empty Shoe Box (1993). I call this a quantum 
leap because between one piece and the other 
lies almost the entire terrain of sculpture in the 
expanded field mentioned in the opening of this 
text, which will not be dealt with here.

I am almost certain that the Mexican artist was 
influenced by Oteiza. This is more akin to an in-
tuitive leap than a comparative study of the two 
empty boxes. Sometimes I think that intuition is 

comes architecturally connoted. This opens 
up an additional line of thinking: with the free, 
playful use of the ground appears the playful, 
ordered world of the architectural model. A 
favourite childhood game, let us remember, is 
to build small worlds out of wooden cubes and 
found objects. Children build worlds across the 
ground that they can manage and invent lives in. 
We will see how the intention behind the mak-
ing of small models partakes in the same way as 
the game of marbles in the use of the ground, 
or land use, in art.

In Oteiza, one of the most brilliant minds in the 
art of the latter half of the twentieth century, 

Juan Luis Moraza / CVA, (P) Punto de vista. Installation, 1982, Artium Collection. Photograph: Gert Voor in’t Holt

Jorge Oteiza, Caja vacía (Empty Box), 1958, corten steel, 53,5 x 46 x 46 cm © Jorge Oteiza © Pilar Oteiza, A+V 
Agencia de Creadores Visuales, 2018



7

much more decisive because of the system of 
relationships it opens up. I think when intuition 
strikes it’s a little like picking up a stone: once 
the stone has chosen the person it will hand its 
fate to, picking it up is almost a consummated 
fact. But let me not wander off my topic.

Both artists, Oteiza and Orozco, decided to ex-
hibit an empty box at a certain moment. How-
ever, although both pieces are boxes, and open, 
their emptying does not happen in the same 
way, nor do they mean the same thing. I will ex-
plain this as clearly as possible. 

Gabriel Orozco was living in New York in 1993. 
This is an interesting coincidence, and not the 
only one, with Marcel Duchamp. It was in New 
York that Orozco began his walks through the 
city and to seek his first artistic “stumbles.” 
One instance of these that I particularly like and 
consider necessary to include here is Island 
within Island, a piece which only exists photo-
graphically.

One can imagine Orozco on one of his walks 
stumbling across a point of view, boards and 
other sculptural materials, and was prompted to 
make full, free use of the land. In this personal, 
private ready-made, the artist coincides bril-
liantly with the path of children’s model-making. 
This is perhaps one of the most beautiful, po-
etical homages to have been made to the city 
of New York before the fall of the Twin Towers.

Empty Shoe Box, which was exhibited in 1993 
at the Venice Biennale, partakes of other ‘land 
uses’ less related to the stumble and fortui-
tous encounter than with the art system and its 
strategies.

Empty Shoe Box is exactly what it says it is. Al-
though at first view it is a simple piece, it also 
has its associated myth, in which it was placed 
on the ground, but kept having to be replaced 
when visitors to the Biennale stood on it and 
kicked it, or when the cleaning staff threw it 
away thinking someone had left it behind. Art 
in the age of the disposable and its mechanical 
reproduction, you might say. 

Orozco’s empty box is no longer Oteiza’s meta-
physical piece or Duchamp’s Trébuchet. In 

Orozco’s piece, our aspiration to find responses 
to our existential questions in the artwork en-
counters the capitalist, consumer dystopia; also 
the dystopia of the remnant and the emptying 
out of meaning. Yet there is a disenchantment 
in this emptying out which is not motivated by 
an ethical stance against war, political repres-
sion or censorship. At the very best, it might be 
a scathing critique of the disposability and ba-
nality of human creation.

Shoes, too, are a luxury consumer item in the 
context of a city and world moving into a new 
financial era. With the onslaught of savage capi-
talism and neoliberalism, shoes, like art, would 
never be the same again.

This work was Orozco’s official introduction into 
the showcase of the art world. It was also an act 
of aesthetic positioning which sparked opposite 
reactions – outrage and the increasing rejection 

Gabriel Orozco, Island within Island, 1993. Image: courtesy the artist and kurimanzutto, Mexico City, New York

Gabriel Orozco, Empty Shoe Box, 1993. Image: courtesy the artist and kurimanzutto, Mexico City, New York
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Cildo Meireles, Cruzeiro do sul (Southern Cross), 1969

Elena Aitzkoa, Opera building (performance), project Headscarfs Close to the Ground. OSLO PILOT 2016.
Photograph: Niklas Lello

of contemporary art from some sides, while on 
others it led to Orozco’s acceptance as a major 
contemporary artist, and the adhesion to con-
ceptual stances of countries like Mexico whose 
art had been strongly defined by their painterly 
tradition.

Third instance of land use: Cildo Meireles

Another piece which is emblematic in its char-
acteristics and use of the floorspace is Cruzeiro 
do sul (Southern Cross, 1969), a tiny wooden 
9mm square wooden cube, half pine and half 
oak, which sits in the middle of an empty space. 
The almost invisible sculpture runs the risk of 
not being seen or understood by audiences ac-
customed to the gigantism and pre-eminence of 
other works. It also seems to have been tossed 
onto the floor of an almost empty room. This 
intends to symbolize the cosmogony of the in-
digenous inhabitants of the Americas, for whom 
the rubbing together of the two types of wood 
made fire and gave birth to the origin of the 
world.

Meireles’ Southern Cross fulfils the promise of 
the perfect encounter between the two uses 
of terrain – the model and the marble. Seeing 
it again, I remember the transparent glass balls 
and their relationship to the displacement of 
generating atoms and the power of tiny things. 
But I am also reminded of the model. The mi-
nuscule cube that is able to question and dis-
mantle the architectural discourse of any white 
cube that holds it.3

Fourth instance of land use: Sculpture-action

The sculptor Elena Aitzkoa has a deep relation-
ship to the ground. As old as the women from 
ancestral American, Eastern or African cultures. 
When, for instance, we evoke images of a mar-
ket or village, we also call up a group of women 
sitting on the ground like small mountains with 
their goods spread out across their skirts. The 
images that come to mind are also richly col-
oured by the different goods on offer and the 
textiles of the women’s clothing. But if we fine 
tune our memories, close by the women we 
might also find a trace of the bags, sacks, suit-
cases, rucksacks or cardboard boxes that hold 
their wares. Because women’s work in markets, 
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whether in one place or travelling, is always as-
sociated to movement, although their nature 
always pulls them to the ground. These women 
are proof that mountains can move. 

In contemplating the Basque artist’s work we 
might claim that her relationship to the ground 
is of the same type as women’s in such ancient 
and different cultures: telluric and archaic. Aitz-
koa not only makes use of the floor space to 
produce her pieces. Not only is it her studio, ta-
ble and ground; it is also where she carries out 
the action she considers intrinsic to sculpture, 
where she exhibits and gives life to her pieces 
through performative action: moving around 
them, reciting, or singing. 

Perhaps there is a kind of animism in Aitzkoa’s 
work; her private rites hint at an intent to give 
life to the things she makes through movement, 
sound and the spoken word.

Aitzkoa’s relationship to her environment in Ala-
va and her actions have enriched her sculptural 
practice. It includes drawing, painting and col-
lections of everyday objects made by civilization 
(textiles, books, combs) or fabricated by nature 
(stones, fossils, logs) and many other uniden-
tifiable things which she hides or wraps. All of 
these items are brought together in her bundle-
like sculptures which are placed on the ground 
in a sort of order.

Her floor arrangements are not only spread out 
over the spaces of the art system – galleries, 
museums – but also outside, in urban spaces 
like streets, jetties, stations, and natural ones. 
Interestingly, the smaller bundles bring to mind 
the ones children used to make when they were 
reprimanded, and would gather their belong-
ings into scarves tied to the end of a stick and 
pretend to run away from home. Only when the 
bundles become medium-sized or larger do 
they resemble the women’s in different cultures, 
referred to previously, who carry their wares 
and then spread them out for passers-by and 
potential buyers.

Fifth instance of land use: Suelo y pared (Floor 
and Wall)

Suelo y pared is the most recent of the in-
stances I present here. I went to see this piece 
a number of times and walked through it with 
the artists, Narelle Jubelin and Rubén Santiago, 
whose work occupies the ABM space in the Ma-
drid district of Vallecas.

The piece was made in 2018 and is a joint in-
stallation by the two artists. Jubelin’s work is 
spread across the ground, whereas Santiago’s is 
hung on the walls. Together, they question the 
uses and abuses of land as the new real estate 
bubble inflates.

The images show a general view of the installa-
tion which gives an idea of its scale, although a 
complete view of the piece is not possible be-
cause of the irregular shape of the space. This is 
the most complete view we were able to obtain. 
We also left out a bird’s-eye view of Jubelin’s 
model in order to include Santiago’s wall inter-
vention. 

Narelle Jubelin and Rubén Santiago, Suelo y pared (Floor and Wall). View of the installation at ABM, Vallecas, 2018
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Jubelin’s piece is titled NJABM04 Suelo 
(NJABM04 Land). It is made of pieces of card-
board and paper wrapping found in the streets, 
which were arranged across the ground in imi-
tation of an aerial photograph of the Hufeisen-
siedlung district in Berlin-Britz by Bruno Taut 
and Martin Wagner (1925-1931), quoted by Luis 
Moya González in his interesting text on work-
er’s housing “La realidad de la vivienda obrera. 
Poblados de absorción mínimos y dirigidos, y 
Unidades Vecinales de Absorción)”.4 

A closer look at the image will also show that 
the walls are covered with sheets of differently 
sized printed or hand-written paper. These 
makeshift advertisements were found by San-
tiago and collected while he lived in the district. 
They register the real estate boom and specu-
lation that also affected traditionally working-
class districts such as Vallecas. The adverts 
were placed by people in the area offering 
housing for rent and sale, and the growing, im-
placable speculation can be read in them. 

Had the floor space been left empty, with only 
the papered walls by Rubén Santiago, the piece 
would already have fulfilled its meaning as a 
complete, critical art piece of its time; but the 
presence of Narelle Jubelin’s ‘povera model’ 
somehow embodies and makes real the changes 
and financial speculation of land usages that 
Santiago wishes to highlight. The model also 
adds the poetical aspect of the fortuitous en-
counter, the free arrangement of the sculptural 
object, and the playfulness and passion associ-
ated with utopian ideas and constructions.

In this piece, ‘land use’ answers all of the prom-
ises art was asked to fulfil. There are several dif-
ferent registers to the installation. On one hand 
is the critique of urban, political, financial, and 
generally social issues which play out in space 
and its relationship to its surroundings; on the 
other hand is investigation, formal resolution, 
and the dialogue between sculpture and archi-
tecture where both artists resolve their col-
laboration. All of this means that I find this work 
a fitting conclusion to these reflections on the 
use of the ground space in art.

NOTES

1. See Rosalind Krauss, “Sculpture in the Expanded Field” 
[1979], collected in The Originality of the Avant-Garde 
and Other Modernist Myths. Cambridge, Ma.: The MIT 
Press, 1985, pp. 276-291.

2. This leads me to think that art (or the art system) tends 
to create relations of mutual distrust, which lead to 
the protective barriers and warning signs, or police or 
guards, we sometimes see in exhibition spaces. 

3. On this topic, I have written a text, “El espacio reflex-
ionado: un cubo dentro de un cubo. Cildo Meireles en 
el MUAC”, which was published in Salonkritik (25 August 
2009).

4. Luis Moya González, “La realidad de la vivienda obrera. 
Poblados de absorción, mínimos y dirigidos, y Unidades 
Vecinales de Absorción (U.V.A.s)”, in La vivienda experi-
mental. Concurso de viviendas experimentales de 1956. 
Madrid: COAM, 1997, pp. 81-91.
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I

Minimalist discourses and performance – and previously to these, Constructivism,      
too – were received with a particular intensity in the Basque Country in the eighties and 
nineties; initially by the generation known as “New Basque Sculpture” (Badiola, Bados, 
Fernández, Irazu, Moraza… ), later by other artists such as Sergio Prego and Itziar Oka-
riz who incorporated performative elements into their work.

One of the most interesting aspects of this process was the importance conceded, in for-
mal as well as symbolic terms, to the floorspace as an integral part of sculpture. However, 
unlike American artists, in whose work the issue of the ground was largely a product of 
the critique and deconstruction of abstract painting, Basque artists maintained sculpture 
as their principal frame of reference and focused on the problem of the pedestal. Unlike 
in the process of desublimating painting that was set in motion by artists such as Robert 
Morris and Andy Warhol, noted by Rosalind Krauss in her book The Optical Unconscious 
(1993),1 Basque artists focused their experiments on possible ways of articulating the ob-
ject in relation to an expanded frame of reference – architecture – and fusing the pedestal 
that holds the work with the sculpture that is held up by it. Similar conclusions were thus 
reached from different positions: one being process-based and adhering more closely to 
the conventions of painting, the other more object-based and linked to modern abstract 
sculpture. Both directions, however, maintained a strong anti-illusionistic stance.

A fundamental piece for the comprehension of these issues in the context of the eighties 
is the installation Límite (implosión) [Limit (Implosion),1982] by Comité de Vigilancia 
Artística (CVA), María Luisa Fernández and Juan Luis Moraza. The work is made up of 
a large number of corners of painting frames scattered as if splintered off, together with 
a double pedestal and a golden sphere. The work was largely a somewhat ironical reflec-
tion on the return of true painting in the late eighties in Spain. Painting is conceived here 
in its most literal, ornamental sense. Límite (implosión) creates a strong displacement 
from the visual to the material; it works ambiguously between image and body and the 
vertical and horizontal planes, and activates the surrounding architecture and the viewer 
as Minimalism does. The piece was to lay the basis for Fernández and Moraza’s inde-
pendent careers, both of which include deep consideration of the crisis of the pedestal in 
contemporary sculpture and its implications.

This can be clearly seen in the early work of María Luisa Fernández, where wooden 
pieces relate directly to the ground, while also allowing a level of interpretation where 
the texture and qualities of her material are highlighted by tints that evoke other realities 
such as, for example, local architecture, landscape and territory. These are pieces like Mar 
Rojo (Red Sea, 1986) or Lo semejante, un Dios lo junta siempre (Similar Things, A God 
Always Brings Them Together, 1987), where a certain visual element also enters into the 
sculpture’s interpretation – something which a certain sector of modern art criticism 
has considered an anathema or sacrilege – along with a movement that gives the works a 
virtual or imaginary continuity in space; in one piece through subtly playing with levels, 

FLOORSPACE
PEDRO DE LLANO
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in the other by the use of metal wedges that function as a sort of inbuilt but unstable 
pedestal.

The artists we identify with New Basque Sculpture kept up a continual mutual dialogue 
on issues reflected in their work. For instance, on their “Oedipal” relationship to Jorge 
Oteiza and modernity. on the loss of the plinth and the expansion of sculpture; or more 
specific issues such as the legitimacy of colour in sculpture. Many of these questions 
can be seen in Txomin Badiola’s work of the eighties, where in addition to a direct run-
ning dialogue with the work of Oteiza, the artist proposes a neo-constructivist slant in 
his work. One important aspect of Badiola’s work from that period is its evolution from 
proposals inherited from abstraction with their implications regarding the sculptural 
object’s autonomy, towards works which interact with architectural space, whether by 
setting up relations with the floor or the walls (as in Serie Negra [Black Series, 1981] or 
other later works that relate more strongly to Constructivism: E. L. el Ruso [E.L. The 
Russian, 1987]; Pieza insatisfecha [Dissatisfied piece, 1987] or E. L. el Ruso, 1987-1988). 
Oteiza and Anthony Caro’s wrestling match with the Constructivists and Minimalists 
was won by the latter. In the late eighties and finally in the nineties, this process led 
Badiola into a figurative, theatrical language which addressed itself to the viewer not 
only with references to popular culture, but also through types of staging and devices 
and installations that determined his or her behaviour in the space.

In both Fernández and Badiola’s work there is a perceptible dialectic between the spatial 
and volumetric qualities of sculpture placed directly on the ground, and the visual and 
figurative registers of two-dimensional media – in the former’s work, with painting and 
its references in landscape; in the latter’s, with photography and screen printing. Another 
interesting contribution here is Juan Luis Moraza’s Éxtasis, status, estatua (Ecstasy, Status, 
Statue, 1994) and Suelo imperial (fragmento) [Imperial Floor (Fragment), 1994]. In these 
works, Moraza, who had also developed an abstract language in the eighties (Lithos, 
1987), introduces elements of representation often linked to the body. The first one of 
these is a collection of cast pieces of men’s and women’s shoe heels in epoxy resin, a new 
material in Spanish sculpture at the time. Translucent shoe heels are laid upside down on 
the ground in a 420 x 400 cm rectangle. The different heights of the heels, though modest 
from the spectator’s point of view, and the way they shine in the light, make this a visu-
ally alluring piece. In a second reading, the work evokes absent bodies. Finally, the title 
makes reference to gendered power relations.2

These three artists’ works are a sample of the colonization of the floorspace and aban-
donment of the pedestal in Basque art of the eighties and nineties, as a precedent for the 
same strategy in recent work by younger artists.

II

In the exhibition Cosa y tú (Thing and You, 2015) by June Crespo, the artist presented a 
series of works titled Cheek to Cheek, where the relationship of the works to the ground 
was articulated through weight and balance. Three other sculptures containing photo-
graphic and commercial images also comprised the exhibition. The dialogue between the 
two bodies of work was interesting: whereas one of them created a horizontal tension, as 
if the sculptures were subject to the pressure of an invisible force, the other rose towards 
the ceiling either in perpendicular iron sheets (De nuevo al frente [Back to the Frontline], 
2015) or gracefully, vibrantly and unstably as in Daytime Regime (Brigitte), 2015.
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Juan Luis Moraza, Imperial Floor (1994). Photography: courtesy of the artist. 
© Juan Luis Moraza, VEGAP, Bilbao, 2018

María Luisa Fernández, Mar Rojo (Red Sea, 1986). Photography: courtesy of Maisterravalbuena and the artist
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Elena Aitzkoa, Conejos, 2016. Photography: Dani Mera

June Crespo, general view of the exhibition titled Cosa y tú (Thing and You), Galería CarrerasMugica, 2015. 
Photography: courtesy of CarrerasMugica
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Crespo’s Cheek to Cheek series consists of a series of cast cement pieces of bodies (legs, 
hips, buttocks…) from a female store dummy the artist encountered in the window of 
a Chinese store in Bilbao.3 The works rest directly on the ground as if they were lying 
down, and are put together as two or more parts that lie on each other. The artist ‘dresses’ 
them in tight garments (jeans or swimming costumes) that hug their shapes as in an in-
congruous echo of their original low cost shop function. These are tectonic, rather crude 
pieces, in which the image of the beaten, mutilated body, half petrous, half morbid, con-
trasts with the festive, absurd gesture of covering a grey, inert piece of matter.

Cheek to Cheek calls up a historic and artistic discourse whose extremes lie in Classical 
sculptures, many of which have reached us dismembered or incomplete, and the work of 
American artist Robert Gober, who in the early nineties made works comprising prone 
bodies in wax and other materials. The roughness of Crespo’s concrete pieces assimi-
lates them into the architecture, and contrasts with the smoothness of marble just as the 
proneness of them is counterposed to the verticality of Greek or Roman figures. Crespo’s 
approach, though, has a closer affinity to discourses on gender and abjection born pre-
cisely in the traumatic context of the Aids epidemic in which Gober’s works were made 
than to any kind of nostalgic position. A final aspect the artist herself has signalled is 
phenomenological behaviour and the psychodynamic relationship of the viewer with her 
pieces as she or he walks around them,4 swinging between fascination and repulsion.

Unlike the works in the Cheek to Cheek series, the other sculptures in the artist’s 2015 
exhibition were compositions which included poured concrete pieces (in geometrical, 
X- or Z-shaped forms, as if to refer to the perpendicularity of abstract structures) act-
ing as a kind of base. One of these pieces are raised a metre above the ground, while the 
others were set lower down. The other shared aspect in these pieces was the sculptural 
use of seventies fashion magazines, which integrated image and representation into the 
whole. The presence of images from advertising in these works synchronises with the 
use of clothing in others, arising from the same kind of figurative impulse which adds a 
different slant to the abstract condition of the works, introducing a sort of confrontation 
between the artworks’ physical materiality and contemporary culture’s dependency on 
image and artifice.

Another artist who has experimented with the ground as an integral sculptural element 
is Elena Aitzkoa. Aitzkoa’s work stands out in the way it creates a very different mate-
rial language from the previous generation’s, which June Crespo’s relates more closely to. 
Aitzkoa’s work moves from industrially connoted usages to craftwork; from a harsh, aus-
tere aesthetic to a colourful, apparently ingenuous one. Handcraft plays a significant role 
in them, but there is a consistent spontaneity in the works, with no recourse to technical 
effect. Their playfulness is reminiscent of American artist Rachel Harrison’s ideas and use 
of means. 

célula, gorrión, lago rupestre (cell, sparrow, cave lake), an exhibition by Aitzkoa at Gale-
ría CarrerasMugica in 2016, is an indicative sample of the artist’s work. Already the title 
takes us to a very different world view whose influences are in landscape and nature, 
memory and a subjective mythology rather than in urban experience or the pressures 
of media culture. Conejos, Lenkialakua and Subo a tu monte (Rabbits; Lenkialakua; I 
Climb Your Mountain, all three from 2016) are visually enticing, enigmatic works in 
which colour, texture and whimsical forms immediately draw the attention in spite of the 
works’ small scale and fragile appearance. These are complex, intricate objects, like Cone-
jos (Rabbits), where an oval or hollowed volume in the shape of a bowl, shell or basket 
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out of plaster-covered, painted cloth, holds or contains other objects hidden inside. Or, 
as the artist puts it “inhabit it.”5 In this particular work we find a piece of chipboard, oil 
paint, a book of poetry, stones, socks, cloth ropes, a cloth flower, part of a T-shirt, and a 
glass vase half-filled with water. Aitzkoa uses a poetics of concealment similar to Ángel 
Bados’ in his work. The relationship between scattering and gathering in her work, and 
her sensitivity towards the extra materials and remnants of her work on different pieces 
in the studio might also be associated with other postminimalist artists such as Barry Le 
Va, although her formal outcome is very different.

Apart from their material presence, there is also a literary or narrative aspect to these 
works by Aitzkoa, like a fairy tale, which is emphasized in her performances. In a per-
formance in 2013, Nuestro amor nació en la edad media (Our Love Was Born in the 
Middle Ages, Artium, Vitoria), Aitzkoa interacted with a group of her sculptures, whis-
tling, humming and reciting poems as she walked, ran and leapt around a room she had 
turned into a primitive, surreal garden of heavenly delights.6 Much of the content of the 
text the artist read out – including the title – spoke of a time gone by. This past time in 
her work seems to relate to a moment of origin or genesis in which creation is synony-
mous with fiction and invention.

Elena Aitzkoa and Josu Bilbao are both interested in how matter and language relate. 
Both artists’ sculptures are like particles of an unknown language, whether lost or yet to 
be created. This is what they resemble, and here I will closely consider the works from 
Josu Bilbao’s exhibition Etórridxe at Galería CarrerasMugica in 2016. Many of the deli-
cate sculptures in this show were reduced to very slight gestures with waste matter or 
poor material hardly altered from its original state. In this, Bilbao reminds me of Brazil-
ian artist Fernanda Gomes. These slight gestures are also repeated, though never identi-
cally; there are variations on circles, curves, cylinders, a sort of pyramid, boxes… Such 
repetition also occurs, as Saussure pointed out, in the articulation of language: repetition 
and difference. Bilbao’s sculptures are reminiscent of an arcane language – like Aitzkoa’s – in 
their similarity to fragments of words or sentences. It is hard to think of them standing 
apart, without the relationships or dialogue that arise in the floor arrangements and in 
reaction to a specific architecture. 

In Josu Bilbao’s text for Esaná (2016), his exhibition after a residency at Halfhouse in 
Barcelona, he writes: “The creation of a world through language, away from ethnograph-
ical dramas. General to specific; whole to part; abstract to concrete; indefinite to definite; 
infinite to finite.”7 And, “The voice of the ground has become my voice. Through it I will 
live successively. Before me, behind me, under me, on top of me. Going out and leaving 
space, one after the other, to the wind.”

The ground appears here as a substrate of speech; possibly even the reason why the artist 
arranges his works directly on it. And also because the poor materials he uses come from 
the ground. In his exhibition at CarrerasMugica there were pieces of wood, chipboard, 
tree bark – most of them elements of the plant world whose morphogenesis contains the 
synthesis of light and breath, respiration, for growth and development – as with human 
speech and language, which begins to form during the guttural phase of the newborn 
(literally, from the first breath) through her/his interaction with the environment, as he/
she selects sounds (signifiers) from the infinite available possibilities, often from more 
than one coexisting language. The ground space could be considered differently in Bil-
bao’s work than in his peers’. It could be seen as an imitation of the ‘ground’ as fertile, 
creative terrain, and of the different collectives that inhabit it. This approximation, which 
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Josu Bilbao, Esaná (2016). View of the exhibition in Halfhouse. Photography: Gontzal Gutiérrez
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Daniel Llaría, The Get-Rich #5 (Studio Test), 2017. Photography: courtesy of the artist
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in the gallery exhibition seems to occur in a more intuitive manner, becomes more 
clearly crystallized in the artist’s residency project for Halfhouse and its accompanying 
text. The relationship between the different materials – concrete, plants, stones, branches, 
bricks… – was much closer, to the extent that some of the pieces, some of which were 
slightly Brancusian (halfway between abstract and anthropomorphic) seemed to have 
grown or arisen right there to the point of being camouflaged into near disappearance 
into the garden.

This reading, which is perhaps too subjective and sentimental, leads me to think about 
another, parallel issue. I wonder if younger artists’ use of the floor space might not have 
to do with an exhaustion or boredom with vertical visuality, by which I mean the vision 
of screens and advertising the contemporary urban visual ecosystem is saturated with. 
Could this downward-looking gaze perhaps be an attempt to recuperate the physicality 
of experience, the awareness of the here and now?

The last artist I wish to look at before I conclude this text is Daniel Llaría, who also pro-
vides an original, different perspective on the question of the ground. In particular, his 
series The Get-Rich, presented in 2017 for his MFA Thesis exhibition at Parsons School, 
New York. The shared characteristic in all of the pieces of the exhibition was the combi-
nation of items of clothing turned to rags and concrete forms cast from different kinds of 
electronics packaging. The cast pieces, which might be confused with pieces of paving, 
having been put through a process of abstraction, hung from the clothes, which were 
generally colourful jackets, shirts or tracksuit bottoms, though so torn apart they are 
hardly identifiable, which in turn hung from straps attached to the architecture. The ef-
fect of all of these tensely put together items in precarious balance, as if on the point of 
collapse, is strikingly violent.

Llaría, in his text on the series, speaks of living conditions under contemporary capitalism 
and the disorientation or displacement of the subject, particularly of the white western 
male.8 This in some way connects to previous questions of contemporary urban experi-
ence and the constant siege of the subject by advertising, liquid images and ideological 
messages. Llaría’s sculptures are bodies that react symbolically to these virtual and linguis-
tic surroundings. Bodies on the limit, stretched and torn to shreds as by medieval torture. 
Bodies that struggle to survive the abstract tyranny of the digital. The healthy lifestyle 
associated with the light, colourful clothing is utterly disfigured in this work. Any hope of 
a bright future, or possibility of progress or happiness through the material wealth the title 
alludes to seems to have been sabotaged by the weight of the concrete blocks and gravity. 
These are dramatic works, certainly. Human. Funny and sarcastic, too.

Llaría’s use of the ground is not as obvious as other artists’, including June Crespo, with 
whom nonetheless there are other similarities in his approach to sculpture, abstraction 
and the figurative. Llaría prefers to create a tension or dialectic between the visuality of 
the vertical plane and the materiality of the horizontal, between the (fictitious) image 
and the body. What the wall affirms (movement, dynamism, vitality) is denied by the 
ground: stillness, stasis, fainting. 

In comparing the works of these four artists I have noticed a sort of dialectic between 
creation and destruction. Bilbao and Aitzkoa’s works are placed on the ground, but con-
tain an ascendant, vital movement that struggles against gravity. Crespo and Llaría’s, on 
the other hand, partake of an aesthetics of ruin and disappearance, with body parts miss-
ing in Crespo’s work and emptied out in Llaría’s. The former two artists are closer to na-
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ture, while the latter offer a decadent representation of urban life. All of the artists’ work, 
however, evidences the contemporary split in experience between life in the city streets 
and the screen, real and virtual. Their works occupy an intermediate place between the 
body, the material environment and the gaze, and are felt as much as they are seen.

III

As I mentioned at the beginning of this text, the relationships between possible place-
ment and modes of installation in art (sculpture, particularly) being investigated by 
some Basque artists are clearly bound to a tradition and highly specific cultural context. 
In spite of this, some of these artists’ attitudes are echoed by artists of the same genera-
tion in other places, whereas others tend not to be.

For instance, none of the artists I have chosen here are interested in investigating per-
formativity, a particular aspect of the expanded sculptural tradition, or, in relation to 
this, the spectator’s participation. The exception here is perhaps Elena Aitzkoa, although 
her use of performativity springs not from the material or phenomenological charac-
teristics of her objects, but from the relationship she weaves between herself and the 
contents of her works. This means that these artists have not directly inherited the in-
terpretation of Minimalism of, for instance, Félix González-Torres, whose ‘carpets’ of 
sweets or piles of photographs created a movement around his works and invited visitors 
to actively participate in them with more than just their imagination. Participation and 
performativity are, however, present in the work of Basque artists such as Sergio Prego 
and Maider López, though in very different ways than in González-Torres’.

Nor do any of these artists attempt to associate their use of the ground with the site, 
or theories on site specificity in sculpture, with the exception, perhaps, of Josu Bilbao, 
whose works perceptibly relate more directly to certain urban or institutional architec-
tural contexts. Something similar can be seen in the work of Portuguese artist Mauro 
Cerqueira or Italian artist Renato Leotta, who also create groupings of freestanding 
sculptures or installations which refer to specific sites. In Ter que falar (2013), an exhibi-
tion by Cerqueira at Heinrich Ehrhardt Gallery, Madrid, the artist placed a group of cob-
blestones on the floor by way of a base for small sculptures in perishable materials such 
as soap, or made with escudos coins and bills, the currency previously used in Portugal. 
The compositions, although they were strictly autonomous in an aesthetic sense, spoke 
of urban, social and financial transformations in Oporto, where the artist lives. Mean-
while, a recent installation by Leotta in the Palermo Manifesta was fairly monumental in 
its effect. The piece, Notte di San Lorenzo (2018), reproduced the surface of an orchard 
on terracotta tiles which cover the entire floor of the Palazzo where the work is installed. 
At first glance it looks like regular paving, but a close look reveals that some of the tiles 
have been marked by the shape of lemons falling from the trees. The effect is subtle and 
poetic in the tradition of Povera and its interest in natural processes.9 

More closely related to Basque artists are other, younger sculptors and painters, whose 
work processes lead to more objectual languages related to their predecessors from the 
eighties. Examples would be certain works by Julia Spínola such as Frase (objeto). BOCA 
[Sentence (Object). MOUTH, 2013], which occupies a space on the ground by setting up 
relationships between objects and forms, with a protolinguistic intention similar to what 
we find in Elena Aitzkoa or Josu Bilbao, for instance; or Ángela de la Cruz and her per-
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1995.
3. “Forma cerrada pero rota”, interview with Marc Navarro in El Estado Mental, 

November 2016.
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5. Email from Elena Aitzkoa, 8 August 2018.
6. The title of this performance is from a previous poem and was used again in a 

recent film (2018), although all the works function independently.
7. http://www.halfhouse.org/josu-bilbao.html (accessed 26 July 2018).
8. https://vimeo.com/217540332 (accessed 27 July 2018). 
9. There are similar approaches in the work of Josu Bilbao, which tend either 

towards disappearance and invisibility, as in the work for Halfhouse, or towards 
a certain defiant monumentality as in his piece Esàk-Esà for the Fundación 
Botin in 2018.

10. Other artists I thought of while writing this article, and whose work could 
have enlarged on this discussion are Armando Andrade Tudela, Leonor An-
tunes, Ángel Bados, Bruno Cidra, Sandra Cuesta, Diogo Evangelista, Rodrigo 
Hernández, Anne Imhof, Pello Irazu, Oier Iruretagoiena, Adrià Julià, Claudia 
Rebeca Lorenzo, Josep Maynou, Vera Mota, Gabriele Muguruza, Gonçalo Sena, 
André Sousa, Susana Talayero, Manu Uranga and Ricardo Valentim. This is 
obviously a completely subjective list which comes out of my experience in the 
last five years.

 

sonification of objects in the picaresque tradition, where anthropomorphically shaped 
easels and canvases are often laid directly on the ground.10

Finally, to complete these ideas on performativity, the idea of the place and work process, 
it might be pointed out that all of these artists participate in a general tendency over the 
last decade to emphasize material in the work of art, particularly in sculpture (Baghrami-
an, Harrison, Hopf, Skaer…). This sometimes leads to a reinterpretation of the art object, 
which renews its autonomy and is given a kind of life of its own. The object becomes 
subjectualised, so to speak; it is empowered. Or, in other words, it becomes conscious. 
This characteristic exists in different ways in the work of Crespo, Aitzkoa, Bilbao and 
Llaría. Their sculptures oscillate between an abstract materiality and a human presence 
implicit in the figurative. The ground is the stage and context where the relationship be-
tween these ‘subjectualised’ objects and the viewer’s imagination is enacted. 
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MG: Your exhibition Resistencia (Resistence) in 
Galería CarrerasMugica included “Boceto de 
Mujeres sobre zapatos de plataforma, 1992” 
(Sketch for Women on Platform Shoes), a con-
temporary reference to your installation Mujeres 
sobre zapatos de plataforma (Women on Plat-
form Shoes). I see an intention there of bringing 
that moment into bearing here. Of invoking the 
presence/absence of those bodies.

ALA: In the exhibition, I used a maquette of the 
piece precisely in order to show that I was still 
as bereft of conclusions right now as I was when 
I made the complete installation of Mujeres so-
bre zapatos de plataforma more than twenty-six 
years ago. It is now that I find it necessary to con-
textualise the piece; but not in an exercise of ret-
rospective analysis, which tends to immobilize or 
categorize – rather, as a need to set up a dialogue 
between two voices, many voices, to rescue pre-
vious works or ideas that were left behind along 
the way, and to reinterpret them in relation to 
current works. Resistencia was all of that.

There is also a latent idea of “antisculpture,” be-
cause the echo of dogma is still alive. I wrote a 
sort of statement a month ago thanks to the ex-
perience of that exhibition in Bilbao. About how, 
since the beginning of my practice, there are two 
parallel vectors that have always been more or 
less explicitly present. One is the female pres-
ence in art. The other is the calling into question 
of the plastic elements that have traditionally 
defined sculpture as an art associated to what 
are basically considered masculine notions, such 
as strength, hardness, the prevalence of the 
physical, the self-secure subject, etc.

MG: I’m interested in these forms of feminine 
presence you mention (where feminine is under-
stood as something beyond biological determin-
ism, as a space for contesting hegemonic logic). 

I think we need to talk about the possibility of 
other forms of presence which are not so clear 
or categorical, perhaps slightly absent presenc-
es. Contaminated, affected presences.

ALA: We are subjects working in our own fissures 
–the spaces we find impossible to delimit, which 
are always there, visibly or not so visibly. We’d 
have to take a leap back into the past to speak of 
the non-categorical presences you’re referring 
to. In my case, the external consideration of the 
female body as a space of pain, and the omission 
of women’s juissance have a specific weight.

I was saying in an interview that the environment 
I grew up in during my childhood and adoles-
cence wasn’t artistic or cultural in the strictly 
traditional sense of the word. There was a scar-
city of fantastical narratives, but an abundance 
of first hand experiences. Women were more 
familiar with the esoteric, and somehow knew 
how to convey the magic that was also around. 
In every village there was at least one figure who 
symbolized “the madwoman,” “the healer,” “the 
hermit,” “the whore.” That context, which was 
anti-artistic, nearly barren, and rather cruel, 
steered me in the direction of the unknown, to-
wards what cannot be narrowly defined or cat-
egorised. Two silences made a deep mark on me: 
firstly, the silence my family decided to adopt 
around my maternal grandfather being one of 
the “disappeared” in the Civil War; and two, the 
silence that reined over women in my social class 
at that time.

MG: The silence of women is a complex topic. I 
find it interesting to think of it a strategy of resist-
ance against power. Silence can be a gesture that 
says more than words, especially in situations of 
subalternality. There’s a text by Juana Inés de 
la Cruz I’ve done a lot of work on, Respuesta a 
sor Filotea de la Cruz (Response to Sister Filotea 

A CONVERSATION 
BETWEEN ANA 
LAURA ALÁEZ AND 
MAITE GARBAYO
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Boceto Mujeres sobre zapatos de plataforma (Sketch, Women on platform shoes), 1992
Resistencia (Resistance), 2018, Galería CarrerasMugica, Bilbao
A twenty-six-year-old note which sparked the creation of the new production.

Installation titled Boceto Mujeres sobre zapatos de plataforma (Sketch, Women on platform 
shoes), 1992
La Caixa Collection
Displayed for the first time in the 1992 Superficie (Surface) exhibition (in collaboration with 
Alberto Peral), in the Espacio 13 hall, Fundación Miró, Barcelona
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Biografía (Biography) (plan view), 2018
Resistencia (Resistance), 2018, Galería CarrerasMugica, Bilbao
A pulse moving between high and low culture; prints on t-shirts of female pop idols.

Industrial landscape (left edge) typical of the 1980s (when I trained), with the word ‘impostura’ 
(imposture) inserted among others.
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Máscara y naturaleza (Mask and nature), 2018
Video sequence, 13 min
Resistencia (Resistance), Galería CarrerasMugica, Bilbao
Repetition of one gesture which creates a reflective or empty surface.
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de la Cruz) (1691): “She does not say what she 
saw, yet she says she cannot say it; thus it must 
be said of those things that cannot be said that 
they cannot be said, in order for it to be under-
stood that keeping quiet is not the same as hav-
ing nothing to say; it means that the voice cannot 
carry all the many things that have to be said.” 
Silence as what will not be carried by the voice.

ALA: Some degree of rebellion is not only 
achieved by shouting, profanation, anarchy or 
violence, but can also happen through symbolic 
language. The most problematic aspects, those 
that fight not to be revealed, will become the 
most interesting in art.

MG: In your piece Mujeres sobre zapatos de 
plataforma, Txomin Badiola saw a kind of ap-
propriation of the Basque sculptural tradition 
from a feminist perspective. “The fact that the 
procedure (so common in Basque sculpture) of 
potentiating space being put to the service of 
a feminine presence (hardly perceivable in the 
masculine world of Basque sculpture) is ironic.”1 
I find this an intriguing idea for considering not 
only this sculpture, but other works of yours, 
which demand a singular place, inside/outside 
this history.

ALA: The strength of Mujeres sobre zapatos de 
plataforma comes from its emphasis on what’s 
missing, the use of emptiness as sculptural mat-
ter. I remember what drove me to make it. It was 
a perfect opportunity to transfer the intensity of 
my experience in New York, where I made the 
sculpture, onto the object. And it was also a more 
than satisfactory form of revenge against many 
of the echoes of academicism in my own city, 
where personal expression was forcedly seen to 
be bound to physical and spiritual isolation. My 
own interests at the time didn’t seem relevant 
enough for art. Experiences of fear, catharsis, 
humiliation, chaos, rejection, doubt, flight from 
..., betrayal, guilt, placelessness, denial of an ori-
gin, desire, sex, abjection, shifting identity, im-
purity, failure, temptation, falling, retrogression, 
etc., etc.

Each unit, each head, came into being until 
there were a total of six and there was no pre-
vious discourse to the piece. This would come 
later. In my case, the need for a critical field, as 

1. Txomin Badiola, “Dos o tres cosas que estaría bien saber 
de ella,” in Ana Laura Aláez. Using Your Guns. León: MUSAC / 
Milán: Edizioni Charta, 2008, p. 71.

José Luis Brea would express it, came long after 
the making of the piece. It is only now that I can 
speak of the sculptural qualities as such of the 
installation, which, as you say, are also latent in 
different areas of my work. Let me try to name 
them: placing two opposites on the same plane; 
emptiness as matter; a sort of objectual fetish-
ism. Classical sculptural problems such as the 
head and the bust. Repetition: how to present 
yourself in other forms that are uncodified and 
whose uniqueness makes them unrepeatable, 
at least in principle (two very different cases in 
the same context would be Sol LeWitt and Eva 
Hesse, how each of them used the double). A line 
of work, the signature or the concept of author-
ship: against the “stylistic purity” of the artist’s 
own world, in favour of contamination by others’ 
worlds. The idea of a selection process where 
people are lined up before the viewer: Pina 
Bausch, in a documentary on her work Kontakt-
hof (in which women and then men are lined up 
in front of the audience and repeat movements 
such as taking hold of their hair, showing their 
arms, showing their teeth, standing sideways or 
with their backs to the audience, etc.), explains 
how the piece came out of her memory of cast-
ings where she was asked to line up to display 
her appearance. “Parenthesized” identities; 
representations that differ from the dictatorial 
male voice that says you’re “too much” or “Don’t 
wear makeup” when a woman portrays herself 
too provocatively for their liking and it’s taken 
for granted that her actions are aimed at them. 
The subject as a plinth, as a carrier of the work. 
Invisibility, being annulled, silence. Depth in the 
surface. The skin as invisible clothing.

MG: What you say could open a lot of other 
questions... I find it interesting how you situ-
ate Mujeres sobre zapatos de plataforma firmly 
within a sculptural continuum. You’ve occasion-
ally mentioned how when you started working as 
an artist in the late eighties you felt like an “im-
postor” (and then decided to examine imposture 
from other positions, through the body, through 
the masquerade...).

ALA: I don’t like the word “masquerade,” or 
“costume” either. There’s a particular deroga-
tory, condescending tone to the way they are 
used. I don’t like using them in my life or work. 
I’ve never understood the phrase “being natu-
ral.” As an art student, the most useful source 
of direct expression for me was my own attire. 



27

At the time, carrying the way I looked to an ex-
treme meant not succumbing to norms of social 
behaviour. I think that the birth of urban tribes 
at that time came out of a pure need for expres-
sion, and that had a lot to do with the way fan-
tasy seemed to have to be excluded when you 
belonged to the working class. It wasn’t a look 
you could buy into. You were expressing how you 
were throwing off your “worker’s clothing” with 
its meanings of austerity and sacrifice and put-
ting on something you had created yourself. Ex-
pressing myself with what I had at hand changed 
the direction of my life. Society treated me as an 
“impostor” because the way I looked didn’t fit in 
with what was around me.

MG: I can understand why you wouldn’t like using 
the terms “masquerade” or “costume”. I know 
they were used uncritically and superficially to 
attack your work. But I find them extremely in-
teresting; I think they’ve been used in a deroga-
tory sense to stigmatize the excessively feminine, 
what is understood to be artificial or “untruth-
ful” in the feminine (the “don’t use makeup” you 
mentioned). Which is actually what exceeds he-
gemonic forms of thinking and can be placed in 
opposition to logos as the foundation of civiliza-
tion and means of articulating it. The potential of 
these kinds of excess is unknown and therefore 
feared. Because it announces other possible 
ways of conceptualizing reality. If we think of it 
like that, the masquerade calls into question no-
tions such as clarity, transparency or truth which 
are highly valued in our society and associated 
with the masculine, democracy, the modernity 
of the Enlightenment, etc. – qualities on which 
the left has also based its understanding of po-
litical representation.

ALA: I like how you defend those words. But 
personally, I’d call them “places in suspense” 
between the person and the persona, between 
what is biologically assigned and the construc-
tion of another body.

MG: In your answer to my first question you spoke 
of sculpture and its relation to masculine no-
tions. Could you go into a bit more depth on the 
Basque context in particular? How do you see 
yourself now in relation to these genealogies?

ALA: Artists’ opinions are relevant when you want 
to establish genealogies. Art hasn’t changed, but 
the art world has. My home town hasn’t felt like 

a prison for me for a long time now. It’s nice to 
think of all the things that have happened and 
see another, less threatening present. Recently 
at a talk I used the image, as a genealogy, of a 
dark industrial landscape from the eighties with 
chimneys pouring smoke, superimposed with 
words that confront the Bilbao we know now. 
There was a kind of camaraderie that happened 
among the Basque artists after a certain point. I 
experienced this from the early nineties onwards 
with Arteleku. There are some strong artists 
coming up among the new generations. Recog-
nising yourself in others is recognising your self.

MG: Let’s talk about your beginnings, Bilbao in 
the eighties and nineties, the Fine Art Faculty... 
Although the context was dominated by mas-
culine ideas of sculpture there were many oth-
er very strong female artists around you: Itziar 
Okariz, Estíbaliz Sádaba, Azucena Vieites, Itziar 
Bilbao, Idoia Montón, Bene Bergado, Miren Aren-
zana, Gema Intxausti, and a long list of others.

ALA: All of us went through the UPV (University 
of the Basque Country), had studios at Arteleku, 
or shared similar life experiences, particularly 
during what was supposedly the most precari-
ous time, when none of us had really accumu-
lated a body of work, and yet we were aspiring to 
have a language of our own. That doesn’t mean 
we were seeking recognition – that is something 
different. None of us could imagine that all that 
vulnerability in the face of the single masculine 
presence would become our strength. And it was 
also a time that young artists were given very lit-
tle authority. Being a “young woman” meant you 
were the last to be considered.

I have especially good memories of Arteleku. 
There we could be influenced by other artists of 
our own generation as we were able to witness 
their development. Which also allowed us to ob-
serve that artistic processes have nothing to do 
with what society imagines of them as an illumi-
nating presence. Work is more abject, wretched, 
a place where we were forced to confront our 
own inabilities. This balances out the hedonistic 
opposite.

At university everything was more diluted. I, at 
least, was not a diligent student with high marks; 
I’ve always rebelled against academia and ques-
tioned the professors, often men, who were un-
able to be self-critical towards their own inflex-
ible ideas. Who weren’t generous with their time, 
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Installation titled Pabellón de Escultura (Sculpture Pavilion), 2008
(aerial view) (frontal view)
MUSAC collection, León
Legitimar desde el arte (Legitimise Through Art): some sculptures were visible from outside the 
pavilion, as though they had been thrown out of the artistic space.
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Installation titled She Astronauts, 1997
(front side) (back side)
Montcada hall, Barcelona
The first installation created for a participative audience, with the goal of generating a specific context. I invited several artists 
to collaborate (Carlos Díez, César Rey, Manuel Saiz, Txomin Badiola, Bene Bergado, Alberto Peral, Madelman) so as to eliminate 
the idea of the ‘author's signature’ or of ‘style’.

Installation titled Dance & Disco, 2000
(first part) (second part)
Espacio Uno, MNCARS, Madrid
The first space is divided into four parts: dance floor, DJ table, bar and a long sofa. The installation operated as a club from 
start to finish, within the museum's opening times.
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whose relation to art didn’t undergo renewal, 
who couldn’t understand that a woman would 
show herself differently, who weren’t sufficiently 
committed to their pedagogical work.

Coming from a particularly difficult context forc-
es you to make decisions at subsistence level. 
We substituted the materials being used in the 
Basque Country in the late eighties, with their 
symbolically closed categories, with other more 
“unnoble,” perishable ones. There was also a la-
tent battle against the idea of the artist as genius 
and a will not to accept a dogmatic definition of 
art. I think this experience is common to most of 
the female artists in my generation.

MG: Although the presence of your own body has 
been an important part of your work (also criti-
cised, as often happens with women artists), I 
think there’s a sort of precariousness that comes 
across in some of them which is inherent to the 
presence of the female body as a subject. As if 
this was a presence that is never fully guaran-
teed, or there was a constant tension between 
the will to appear and the desire for conceal-
ment, disappearance, to go somewhere else. You 
once said you’d like to be able to express vulner-
ability in your work; I think it’s there, in the way 
your body becomes present.

ALA: Seemingly, as soon as a woman uses her 
own body she can be seen to be displaying her-
self as an “object.” But if it’s she who decides 
how to show herself and she does so repeatedly 
and not as an isolated act, that can turn it into 
something else. Women representing ourselves 
will always be taboo, because it reveals the inva-
lidity of binary gender roles.

MG: I find it discerning of you to use repetition 
and difference to situate a possible subversion 
of the subject/object relations that characterise 
representations of the feminine.

In our last Skype conversation, you spoke of how 
you’re now finding it necessary to “befriend your 
own trajectory.”

ALA: Yes, because I think the idea of a trajectory 
as it is normally posited doesn’t exist. That is, 
artists don’t move forward chronologically. And 
when you think you’re going forward you might 
actually be going backwards. Rather than a “pro-
gressive” evolution, or something you can sub-
ject to quantitative analysis, you simply leave an 

erratic trace with upward and downward curves. 
A trace which is accurate to some degree and 
may manage to become part of the collective 
memory once it becomes a piece of the patri-
mony of the time it was part of.

In 2008, when I showed my Pabellón de Escultura 
(Sculpture Pavilion) project at the MUSAC, there 
was a specific turning point. At the time I called it 
“going back to the origin.” Now I’d simplify that a 
lot more. I’d say it’s about using your experience 
as an agile instrument that works in your favour, 
never against you. To turn that inform mass that 
exists latently in a holistic search for the “self” 
into something that can communicate within the 
limits of language.

MG: When you say a turning point, do you mean a 
point where you reconsider your previous work?

ALA: Yes. There was a point when I realised I was 
specialising in a media oriented style and that 
the level of subversion in the work was dwin-
dling, and also the possibility of capturing a dif-
ferent present. The driving principle behind my 
first installation was becoming lost. I still find it 
hard to contemplate the reasons why I decided 
to abandon the “room” format. By that I mean 
inserting a “real” space into an artistic one: a 
shop, a portable studio, a brothel, a nightclub, 
a beauty salon, etc. These works were included 
in the “ism” of relational art. I still need to more 
fully analyse everything that has happened since 
my work at the Sala Montcada in 1997 to my par-
ticipation at the Palais de Tokyo, Paris, in 2003. 
Nicolas Bourriaud had already called me in 1997 
to give me his opinion on She Astronauts.

MG: I’ve been thinking about Dance & Disco 
(2000) and reading some of the reviews of the 
installation. I think it was criticised because it 
wasn’t generally understood within the art con-
text in this country at the time. It was a fairly rad-
ical move for some of the dominant codes and 
canons then, and so it was read as banal or lack-
ing in content. But you were several years ahead 
of your time. Now we call it “the politics of night-
life” and theorize on the political importance of 
hedonism, festive spaces and the encounters 
they bring about... Last year saw “Políticas de 
la noche,” a cycle of music and performance at 
Matadero (Madrid), which was part of El porve-
nir de la revuelta. Memoria y deseo LGTBIQ (The 
Future of Revolt: Memory and LGTBIQ Desire) 
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(Fefa Vila and Fernando López), and recently 
Manuel Segade and Sabel Gavaldón transformed 
the CA2M into a ballroom... I think it might be 
an interesting exercise to consider Dance & Disco 
from this perspective today.

ALA: In Dance & Disco I was wanting to carry pre-
vious projects to an extreme. I wanted to carry 
a parallel world I have closely experienced, the 
world of nightlife, over into the museum. Espa-
cio 1 at the Reina Sofía was turned into a de facto 
electronic music club eighteen years ago. Reviews 
of the project were generally negative. On the one 
hand, the project itself was highly unwelcoming to 
certain art critics. As soon as they set foot in there 
they found themselves in a space that seemed to 
ask “What are you doing here?”. Taking that kind 
of “fuck art, let’s dance” type hedonistic attitude 
to an extreme and bringing a live example of low 
culture into a museum like the Reina Sofía was in-
tolerable to many people. One or two generations 
after mine are now talking about what the project 
meant to them. And that really does compensate 
for other highly negative points of view from the 
past. The consequences of art are enacted in the 
long term. The impact at the time it happens may 
have nothing to do with the vision that arises later. 
Nevertheless the memory and the whole experi-
ence are positive for me. I did that project at the 
right place and time.

MG: What projects are you working on now?

ALA: Manuel Segade has invited me to exhibit at 
the CA2M in a year’s time. What he proposed was 
a revision of Dance & Disco; but I think this can 
only be an interesting option right now if it mu-
tates into its opposite. I always have the feeling of 
not having brought out the hidden potentialities 
of all my previous projects. And it’s precisely that 
that allows me to face new challenges. Segade 
and Bea Espejo, the curator, are the perfect 
companions for open discussion. I haven’t begun 
this new project yet but it already has a title: To-
dos los conciertos, todas las noches, todo vacío 
(All the Concerts, All the Nights, All Emptiness).
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AFTER '68. ART AND ARTISTIC 
PRACTICES IN THE BASQUE 
COUNTRY, 1968–2018
MIRIAM ALZURI, BEGOÑA GONZÁLEZ, 
MIGUEL ZUGAZA

A museum of Fine Arts with a contemporary mission 

Educating the public in an appreciation of art from the past, but also in respect for art in 
its contemporary forms, was one of the foundational aims of the Bilbao Museum of Fine 
Arts on its opening one hundred and ten years ago. In its present form, the Museum is 
the product of the fusion, in 1945, of two institutions inaugurated in Bilbao before World 
War II under the premise that art was a necessary part of modern societies. These two 
institutions were the Museum of Fine Arts, founded in 1908, and the Museum of Mod-
ern Art, whose doors opened in 1924. The Museum of Fine Arts opened in 1914 with a 
collection that, though modest – numbering 137 paintings and sculptures – represented 
what was understood as ‘ancient’ and ‘modern’ art (understood as it has been since the 
Renaissance, that is, ‘recent’ or ‘current’ – contemporary – art, with almost total parity 
(77/60). We might emphasize here that among the ‘modern’ works in the Museum of 
Fine Arts’ early collection were some significant works by young painters and sculptors 
who were shaping the emerging artistic community of the late nineteenth century.

The Museum’s history cannot be understood without considering its context: it was not 
only the dynamism of the local context that led to its founding and also conditioned its 
future; but also the fact that the site of the early Museum of Fine Arts in Bilbao was the 
premises of the Escuela de Artes y Oficios (College of Arts and Crafts), the city’s princi-
pal institution for artistic education. Over the past 110 years, the museum’s sometimes 
conflicted relationship to its context has been a key factor in considering the institution’s 
contemporary dimension.

The Museum’s collection has been built up around the pivotal axes of past and present. 
In its early years, the Basque Artists’ Association (1911‒1936) provided a wide range 
of opportunities for the museum to broaden its collection beyond the initial donations 
and contributions from private collectors that enabled its founding. After the decisive I 
Exposición Internacional de Pintura y Escultura (First International Exhibition of Paint-
ing and Sculpture) in 1919, the institution’s 
will to continue incorporating contemporary 
art into its spaces led to the setting up of an 
exclusive contemporary institution. A joint 
initiative by the Provincial Government and 
City Council was forwarded by the delegate 
Lorenzo Hurtado de Saracho, who proposed 
the creation of a modern art museum in Bil-
bao in 1922, some years before the opening of 
the MoMA in New York. The foreword to the 
first statutes of the Museum of Modern Art 
in Bilbao when it opened in 1924 describes 
the centre’s mission in a manner that any 

View of the modern museum building, 1975
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contemporary art museum today would identify with. “Our Museum must be a sensitive 
antenna to all messages, however distant and strange they might seem. Standing as a sen-
tinel, it must run all risks, including the risk of making mistakes.” Directed by the painter 
Aurelio Arteta, the museum held several exhibitions of local contemporary art – known 
as Exhibitions of Basque Artists – which, within the restrictions of the museum’s modest 
budget, were also an opportunity to incorporate younger artists’ works into the collection.

In the past fifty years, the museum has continued to define its relationship to contempo-
rary art in contact with its local context. The aim to fully develop its ‘modern’ collection 
was patently manifested once again in the early sixties, when architects Álvaro Líbano 
and Ricardo Beascoa were commissioned to design a new building adjoined to the exist-
ing one which would hold the twentieth century section of the collection. This part of 
the museum was opened in 1970, and was the first space entirely conceived and designed 
as a contemporary art museum in the whole of Spain. Purchases from the early seven-
ties do not all show the same attention to context; although there was a commendable 

incorporation of artists from the new gen-
eration (Mari Puri Herrero, Vicente Larrea, 
José Antonio Sistiaga, José Luis Zumeta, 
Carmelo Ortiz de Elgea, Andrés Nagel and 
José Ramón Sáinz Morquillas), there are 
also significant gaps, for instance in the lack 
of works by two artists whose oeuvre is fun-
damental for a comprehension of the con-
text of Después del 68 (After '68): Eduardo 
Chillida, who did not enter the collection 
until 1981, and Jorge Oteiza, who was not 
included until 1982.

The transition to democracy and the new 
institutional framework that came into be-
ing after the adoption of the Estatuto de 
Gernika (Statute of Autonomy of the Basque 
Country) brought about important changes 
for the museum. The early eighties saw the 
reformation of its infrastructure; important 
acquisitions of Basque and international 
art, and an endeavour towards active en-
gagement with contemporary art in its 
programming – Basque art in particular. 
To provide a number of examples, in the 
early eighties, the first retrospective exhibi-
tions by painters Adolfo Guiard, José María 
Ucelay, Nicolás de Lekuona, and by Chillida 
were held. This previously unseen effort to 
recuperate Basque art both traditional and 
from the present also led to general exhibi-
tion projects such as La trama del arte vasco 
(The Pattern of Basque Art, 1980), which 
attempted to represent the long path to 
modernisation of Basque art from the nine-
teenth century until then. The exhibition in-
cluded works by other, younger artists such 
as Txomin Badiola, Darío Urzay and Daniel 

Intervention by Jon Mikel Euba in one of the museum's display windows to coincide with the Gaur, Hemen, Orain (Today, Here, Now) 
exhibition, 2001

Vicente Ameztoy, Untitled [Poxpolinak (Arias Navarro)] c.1978. Oil on canvas. 108 x 140 cm. Bilbao Fine Arts Museum
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Tamayo. During those years, the museum also played an active role in setting up other 
platforms for the dissemination of contemporary Basque art, such as the Arteder Con-
temporary Art Fair which was held between 1981 and 1983. One memorable exhibition 
among the many the institution hosted was Correspondencias. 5 arquitectos, 5 escultores 
(Correspondences. Five Architects, Five Sculptors) which is also noteworthy for having 
brought about Richard Serra’s first encounter with the city. The sculptor made his first in 
situ work here, titling it, significantly, Bilbao. The museum, too, was behind Serra’s first 
meeting with the renewed, active Euskal Artisten Elkartea, the Basque Artists’ Associa-
tion. The tense relationship between the association and museum was manifested shortly 
after the exhibition with the kidnapping of an Oteiza sculpture by the association and its 
handing over to the Bilbao City Hall.

The nineties in Bilbao were signalled by the 
establishment of new infrastructures for art, 
such as Sala Rekalde, and particularly by 
the construction of the Guggenheim Mu-
seum Bilbao. The Museum of Fine Arts and 
the programming of its collection worked 
from a more classical stance until the reno-
vation of its installations which ended in 
2001. It was then that the museum made a 
clear decision to resume its responsibilities 
towards contemporary art. With the exhibi-
tion Gaur, Hemen, Orain, the architectural 
transformation of the premises was opened 
to the public gaze, and different generations 
of working Basque artists were presented 
across several of the museum spaces includ-
ing its permanent collection. Unfortunately, 
this approach, which involved a recognition 
of the museum’s artistic geography and con-
text, was not continued, with the exception 
of the documentation and research project 
ARTEDER, which led to the setting up of 
the most important database on Basque art 
and artists in Spain.

The exhibition

As previously mentioned, the museum has 
now been running for 110 years, and to 
commemorate this we are programming our 
activities around the permanent collection 
with a number of exhibition projects whose 
intent is to explore new internal strands of 
work and investigation, and also to offer 
our audience new narratives and exhibition 
itineraries.

Firstly, the complete renovation of the 
premises of the old museum (as it is known) 
over the past four months has just been 

Elena Mendizabal, Melena (Mane), 1986. Iron. 165 x 45 x 25 cm. Bilbao Fine Arts Museum

Documentary material included in the Después del 68 (After '68) exhibition
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opened to the public with a temporary exhibition of the collection titled ABC Museoren 
alfabetoa, curated by writer Kirmen Uribe. The habitual chronological distribution ac-
cording to different schools of art, so often used by the great historical museums in their 
will to ‘order’ their collections as an educational example, has been substituted by an 
alphabetical presentation headed by words in Basque, Spanish, English and French.

In addition, the modern building is hosting the exhibition Después del 68. Arte y prác-
ticas artísticas en el País Vasco, 1968‒2018 (After '68: Art and Artistic Practices in the 
Basque Country, 1968‒2018) until April. This exhibition seeks to revise the last fifty years 
in Basque art, and has been assembled by a curatorial team from the museum itself, the 
members of which are the writers of this text. The opportunity for this exhibition came 
with the fiftieth anniversary of the Petronor Foundation, a patron of the museum and 
sponsor of this project. We will go on to describe what After '68 means from the muse-
um’s perspective, and what it has meant for an institution whose work in recent years has 
revolved mainly around the conservation, research and study of artworks from the past, 
and now faces the task of returning to consider more recent practices in its close context.

It must first be explained that although the exhibition is based on the museum’s own 
collection, this has not been our sole point of departure. As curators, we have also 
wanted to gather together and also to defend the collectorship of Basque art carried out 
over the past fifty years by certain institutions and public and private collections both in 
the Basque Country and elsewhere; institutions like the old Museo Provincial de Álava 
(Álava Provincial Museum, now the Álava Museum of Fine Arts), which was founded 
in 1942 and in 1975 began regular acquisitions of contemporary artworks by Basque 
and international artists. In 1999, the museum’s collection was restructured and its col-
lection of modern art was handed over to another recently opened institution, Artium, 
which has gradually positioned itself as the foremost museum of contemporary art in the 
Basque Country. Many important pieces in After '68 are from the museum collection, 
which is constantly being enriched and built onto. Many institutions elsewhere have 
also shown an interest in collecting Basque art; the Fundació “la Caixa” in Barcelona, for 
instance, initiated its collection of international contemporary art in 1985, introducing 
works by many Basque artists (Ángel Bados, Txomin Badiola, Cristina Iglesias, Pello 
Irazu and Ana Laura Aláez among others) from the early stages of careers. The Museo 
Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía (which opened as an Art Centre in 1986 and was 

then converted into a museum in 1988), 
the Museu d’Art Contemporani, Barcelona 
(MACBA) which opened in 1995, and the 
more recently opened Museo de Arte Con-
temporáneo de Castilla y León (MUSAC, 
2005) have all included Basque art into 
their collections as part of their policy and 
are the holders of pieces by Basque artists 
of more recent generation that today can 
be considered historical or iconic. These 
institutions have lent works by Itziar Oka-
riz, Sergio Prego, Asier Mendizabal, Ibon 
Aranberri and Iñaki Garmendia for the 
exhibition. 

Only some of the selected works thus 
belong to the museum collection. These 
works date from between 1966/67 and 
1985, during which period the museum’s 

Ángel Bados, Untitled, 1987. Copper-plated iron. 122.5 x 82 x 79.5 cm. 83 x 79 x 45 cm. La Caixa Collection. Contemporary art
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efforts to build up its collection were particularly intense. The pieces have been regularly 
exhibited in our spaces and quite possibly are part of the visual, and perhaps the senti-
mental memories of habitual visitors to the museum, comprised by a middle-aged audi-
ence unaccustomed to seeing current art practices unrelated to traditional painting and 
sculpture in the museum. Building a narrative of Basque art from the seventies to the 
present day which would be accessible to the habitual museum audience has been one of 
our main tasks as curators. We have considered it a priority to normalise access to differ-
ent proposals than those dictated by custom or convention.

There are many ways of studying and presenting the history of artistic production in the 
Basque Country over this period, and several exhibitions have already been organised 
with this intent. One recent example is Incógnitas. Cartografías del arte contemporáneo 
en Euskadi (Unknowns. Mapping Contemporary Basque Art, 2007), Juan Luis Moraza’s 
exhibition-essay for the Guggenheim Museum Bilbao on its tenth anniversary, a pano-
ramic view of Basque contemporary art which interrogated cultural transmission and 
sought to connect the work of three generations of Basque artists. Another is Suturak//
Cerca a lo próximo (Suturak//Close to Nearby, 2014-2015), produced by San Telmo Mu-
seum in collaboration with Artium and curated by Xabier Sáenz de Gorbea and Enrique 
Martínez Goicoechea, which intended to reveal the importance of context in the devel-
opment of art and images in the Basque Country and included art and works from 1954 
to the present. 

Our intention with After '68 was not to focus on individual artists or offer a critical nar-
rative of Basque art of the past fifty years. Rather, we have attempted to study the forms 
of modernism that have arisen in Basque art since the sixties, while also accounting for 
the international transcendence of certain artists’ individual trajectories. We have tried 
to indicate paths of experience in art and those of the principal Basque artists through 
works that open an understanding onto the lines of continuity, and of rupture, too, in 
local art. The exhibition is distributed throughout two different spaces 
– the first floor of the modern building, and the exhibition space on 
the ground floor – in a chronological discourse encompassing around 
150 works by close to a hundred artists, and also including, for the first 
time in this museum, a broad selection of archival material. Leaflets, 
books, writings, photographs, audiovisual material, posters, and other 
material document the socio-political and cultural background (insti-
tutional context, the work of galleries, the role of art criticism) to the 
work of at least four generations of artists between 1968 and 2018. This 
extraordinary documentary repertoire enlarges our knowledge of the 
cast of artists, agents and institutions who make up the more complete, 
intricate landscape underlying the selection of works. Other parallel 
activities to the exhibition – a film cycle, a retrospective of Basque au-
diovisual production, a complementary exhibition on popular music 
of the same years, and other events – focus on extending the exhibi-
tion’s significance to areas beyond the purely artistic. The catalogue 
includes texts commissioned for the exhibition by Javier San Martín, 
Fernando Golvano, Peio Aguirre, Miren Jaio and Mikel Onandia; 
the former four writers were asked to revise art practices decade by 
decade, while Onandia provides an exhaustive chronology of artistic 
and cultural events that played a part in defining the context for these 
practices.

Not all of the artistic manifestations of the exhibition period are repre-
sented here. There is a predominance of ‘traditional’ formats – paint-

Xabier Morrás, Underground Station in Holborn Street, 1969. Paper, metal, cement and board. 170.2 x 115.2 cm. Bilbao Fine Arts Museum
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ing and sculpture – with scarce presence given to non-objectual practices. Audiovisual 
works or installation are only occasionally represented due to the limitations of the ex-
hibition space. The selection of works prioritises pieces that were made at the time when 
artists came onto a particular artistic scenario or chronology. Our intention was not to 
represent entire artistic trajectories, which would have been impossible in the context of 
a collective show spanning such a long period. We have wanted to focus our audience’s 
attention on specific moments in the artists’ careers, generally in early stages of their 
work.

The exhibition opens with 1968, two years after the founding of the Gaur group, at a 
time when a generation of Basque artists born in the forties came onto the local art scene 
to join veteran members of the Basque School groups, whose main representatives were 
Jorge Oteiza and Eduardo Chillida. Both artists are represented in a series of exceptional 
pieces – Homenaje a Paul Klee (Homage to Paul Klee, 1955-1956) and Retrato del Es-
píritu Santo (Portrait of the Holy Spirit, 1958-1959) by Oteiza, both on loan from private 
collections; and Abesti gogorra IV (1964) by Chillida, from the Cuenca Museum of Ab-
stract Art – which provide a view of the artists’ work in the years immediately before the 
period covered by the exhibition. Very early on in this timespan, on the 28th September 
1970, the museum’s new building, designed by Álvaro Líbano and Ricardo Beascoa and 
housing its modern and contemporary art collection, was inaugurated. After '68 occupies 
the entire exhibition space of the L-shaped building, originally raised on pillars, with 
natural overhead lighting on its exhibition floor and a continuous glass facade, which 
shows the influence of the modern movement and has been a part since its opening of 
the institutional history of contemporary art of this period, and not only in the Basque 
Country. In the same year, the Escuela Superior de Bellas Artes de Bilbao, later to be-
come the Fine Art Faculty, was inaugurated, and carried out its activities on the second 
floor of the Bilbao Archeological and Ethnographical Museum. This played a decisive 
role in the evolution of the local art context by bringing together several generations 
of artists from different areas of the region. Finally, our itinerary through Basque art 
concludes in 2018 with recent proposals from a series of relatively young artists, most of 
them born in the early eighties, such as Manu Uranga, Raúl Domínguez, Elena Aitzkoa 
and Lorea Alfaro. The first work in After '68 is Esther Ferrer’s Mallarmé revisé o Malar-
mado revisado (Mallarmé revisé or Malarmed revised, 1968), signalling the beginning 
of a socially and politically tumultuous decade in which art in the Basque Country ex-

perienced the crisis of informalism and con-
structive abstraction, with the introduction of 
novel proposals from figurative art influenced 
by Pop – and its heavy international prestige – 
and the questioning of illusionistic represen-
tation as well as minimalism and conceptual 
art’s conception of the object.

After '68 is not the first attempt to represent 
or reconstruct the rich world of Basque con-
temporary art. It is our sincere belief, never-
theless, that this project offers a unique per-
spective, as a review conceived by the most 
important historical museum in the Basque 
Country in acknowledgement of its own 
history and identity. This is a historicising 
exercise in which the museum brings together 
an exceptional ‘collection of collections,’ sym-
bolically and physically committing its own 

Ixone Sádaba, Photograph from the Citerón series, 2003. 90 x 130 cm. MUSAC collection
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space to carrying the historical narrative forward into today’s most cutting edge propos-
als. The exhibition is neither an encyclopedia of artists nor a ‘greatest hits’ compilation; 
it has been put together as a historical narrative around singular works which provide an 
understanding of the art world after 1968. For the curators, the exhibition has been an 
opportunity to explore the spatial and temporal limits of today’s Bilbao Museum of Fine 
Arts, with our sights firmly set on the future.
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When Picasso has finished a picture its 
beauty is due to the intensity of its resem-
blance, even if our eyes cannot count the 
objects that engender this. Picasso, who 
was nourished by the masters, but cuts 
through a larger portion of their territory, 
knows the meagre prestige of the arabesque 
and the stain. He leaves it for the decora-
tors. When he looks at a group of objects, 
he digests them, and gradually transports 
them into a world of his own, in which he is 
the ruler, he never embroiders, and never 
loses sight of their objective force. In this 
way he does away with slavish imitation, 
but maintains the resemblance between 
these objects—a resemblance conceived on 
another plane, but forming the same sum-
total. Instead of deceiving the eye, he de-
ceives the mind. His painting is a painting. It 
lives alone. It never informs about anything. 
This is what a poem must be (…)

Jean Cocteau, Professional Secrets 1

N: Hi JR. I think I chose a bit of a crummy place 
yesterday, we had tortilla and salad, and pota-
toes and chips, I hope that was a good start. I’m 
really scattered and when I listen to you I can’t 
remember where I was coming from. You like 
everything I say, you make it quite easy for me. 
When Iñaki Imaz asked me to do this conversa-
tion he said he’d found my comments on your 
exhibition interesting. This dialogue has to start 
there, but actually I can’t remember a word of 
what I said to him.

JR: My first reaction after reading what 
Iñaki said is to think that it might have been 
more interesting for you to do this interview 
with him: as you don’t remember what you say 
and hardly remember the exhibition, either, you 

might make up a hallucination, as if you’d per-
ceived things that don’t exist or weren’t there. 
We don’t tend to expect anything new or sur-
prising in our own images; but people say that 
hallucinations can be full of surprises, and are 
more detailed and require more attention.

N: So I’ll improvise. Joy comes out of small 
things; complexity is the terrain of drama. The 
Guernica is complex in terms of its composition 
– like Duchamp’s The Bride Stripped Bare by Her 
Bachelors, differences aside, or so many other 
works – a cosmos, but also an exercise in small-
ness. I found this by Oteiza: “Dear God: I want to 
leave you this small stone, this stone that was’t 
there among everything You made: now this 
small stone will break your loneliness, the only 
thing that will break it like a large glass in which 
you drew all the planets and all the species of 
morsel you created in the Universe, which were 
never able to say a single word to you.”2 

JR: The Guernica is a painting that awes 
me because of what it is, not how it’s been in-
terpreted. I admit I might be a bit dry in that 
sense and certainly not at all sentimental. I find 
it a strange, highly particular painting – a sort 
of background that holds an amount of differ-
ent images, several figures as light; and almost 
all of Picasso is held in it too. It reminds me of 
Tintoretto’s Christ Washing the Disciples’ Feet, 
which also contains several independent scenes 
on a background, like the old cartoons used to 
do. In that sense, even though the Guernica is 
a large piece, Picasso closed himself up in each 
scene, working at the scale of his easel; so that 
in spite of its dimensions the work is not ex-
pressionistic; and even though it’s an extremely 
raw work, each of its pieces necessarily plays a 
part in its construction. Perhaps what you mean 
with about the Guernica is the classical aspects 
of its composition. In The Bride Stripped Bare 

TIME AND URGENCY, 
LAUGHTER AND SPACE, 
POTATOES AND CHIPS
A CONVERSATION BETWEEN 
JOSÉ RAMÓN AMONDARAIN AND 
NADIA BARKATE *

*This conversation refers to José 
Ramón Amondarain’s exhibition 
La risa del espacio (Guernica) 
[The Laughter of Space (Guerni-
ca)], which was curated by Daniel 
Castillejo for the Museo San Telmo, 
San Sebastián, and ran from 25 
February to 25 November 2017. Na-
dia Barkate interviewed Amondarain 
in San Sebastián in May 2018, first in 
person and then by email.
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La risa del espacio IV (The laughter of space IV), 2017. Oil on canvas. 347 x 1,534 cm
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La risa del espacio III (The laughter of space III) 2017. Oil on canvas. 347 x 1,534 cm
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Duchamp exhibits his idea of work as a mental 
experience. It’s a play on words with an opaque 
meaning on a transparent material, some-
what synesthetic. Picasso can be appreciated 
through touch, and Cézanne too. There aren’t 
many works that made me feel small. With the 
Guernica I didn’t, but I did before one of Pol-
lock’s drip paintings, which are closer to the 
idea of the sublime.

N: You said you don’t think much while you 
work. I like something that Hélène Cixous wrote 
on Rembrandt’s drawing The Executioner’s 
Taking Off: “Thinking about ‘repentance’ is ex-
tremely tiring. It’s as though I were trying to 
think about the skin of thought with the skin of 
thought. One must think faster than oneself. (…) 
Time, the body, are our slow vehicles, our chari-
ots without wheels.”

JR: I like knowing we don’t think alone. It 
helps us to understand that art has removed it-
self from the romantic positions our culture has 
held since the nineteenth century. Jean-Pierre 
Garnier Malet, the French physicist, explains the 
mechanism of thoughts and how to best use 
intuition, instinct and premonitions. According 
to him, thoughts create potential and we sow 
seeds for those thoughts to become reality; we 
emit thoughts at a certain frequency and they 
will be received by those who tune into it. This 
reminds me of Sheldrake’s theory of morphic 
resonance: a self-organized system possesses a 
collective memory to which all the members of 
its species contribute. When I see catalogues of 
other artists’ works I look at them with respect; 
the images are also precursors, indications, 
traces. Images capture things beyond, they are 
like radar. Those images reveal something that 
pertains to me but doesn’t depend on their 
maker’s intentions or the works which reflect 
one another; it’s a pattern of visibility, and thus 
also of invisibility and something of its time, as 
Jodorowsky says when he speaks of the mantle 
which covers and shelters us. The work pro-
cess, in any event, is not based on thinking or 
discourse, either; it’s more like a flow. Art is not 
like the sniper’s job; artists offer up our work, 
but most of all we are made with it, from it.

N: I enjoyed your exhibition, but I can’t re-
member any of your paintings clearly. I have a 
definite memory of the small black pieces, they 
were hanging, like charred things, they were 
funny, a bit morbid. There were cocks, lips, and 
a small head.

JR: What you retain, you’ve digested, 
and I can imagine that must be very hygienic for 
you. However, I grew up with a love for images 
and objects, like things set like jewels. Those 
hanging pieces were very important in my work 
process because they sparked a short-circuit 
in the linear pattern I was working on. Shortly 
before I started focusing on that project I came 
across an image of a cumulus of penises in clay. 
I was captivated by them, and they turned out 
to be amulets from ancient Rome. A fascinum – 
an amulet against fascinatio or spells, protected 
the wearer from envy. One of the many figures 
was an idol which was displayed at public cer-
emonies. The next day I started making a penis 
out of oil paint, purely on impulse.

As the project La risa del espacio (The Laughter 
of Space) progressed, I made more penises. 
When I hung them from the ceiling they’d swing 
off balance; it’s really hard to manipulate a mass 
of oil paint and calculate its axis of stability. I 
stuck a piece of lead onto one of the pieces, 
and then I started accepting that the opera-
tion was a physical thing, beyond representa-
tion, and I started looking at the notion of the 
talisman (by the way, the word comes from the 
Greek télesma, from telein, initiating someone 
in mystery). That process continued until the 
end, with over a hundred pieces, and especially 
what went on in my studio: cast bronzes, pieces 
of lead I melted there, shells, polyester, etc.

The phallus worked as a sort of MacGuffin – it 
functioned on different levels of representation 
and set up a complex relationship to the real, 
the thematic, and the way in which it contami-
nated the vision of the rest of the work.

N: You work with a mass of oil paint. I think I 
share your fixation with mixtures. Recently I was 
making concoctions of pigments with different 
types of oil and glycerine to make a graphite 
mud which I use to draw with my fingers. My 
studio is in a complete state right now, it was 
like making a huge mess in the kitchen to cook 
a simple pizza. I’m sure one can work without 
having to do that, but I need to have a sort of 
intimate contact with my material before I start 
shaping it. I don’t actually know why I do it but 
when I don’t know where to start then that al-
ways seems to be a good way to begin.

JR: It’s a simple, well-known recipe: 
carbon black, linseed oil and some wax. I feel 
like the kind of relationship with matter that 
you describe reveals something of the way art-
ists approach plasticity. Whatever material we 
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choose determines many of the characteristics 
of our working process and the final form of 
the work. I love using new materials, because 
they’re a sure way of breaking out of your own 
inertia; you become a stranger to yourself in 
your work process. There’s an intensity in that 
that can’t be calculated. And the clumsiness of 
working with unfamiliar material has a generos-
ity; it surprises you and reaffirms your desire. 
I understand what you’re describing as a de-
sire to make, closely bound to the relationship 
between our brains and our hands. You know, 
caressing an idea... Having something in hand, in 
mind, is a form of drawing.

N: I also remember seeing horizontal and verti-
cal strips in a painting, things built up by strips, 
like comic strips where instead of the action 
being cut out and resituated, it was stretched 
like elastic, like a chewing gum. I have more of 
a sensation of something being handled than of 
a collage; the sensation of handling, fondling, is 
very present in your work.

JR: Those horizontal strips were in a 
painting in which I divided the Guernica into 
fourteen strips and rearranged them. The pri-
mary aim there is to get the viewer to retain the 
image. I didn’t deform any of the images in the 
strips, but the image did lend itself to that elas-
ticity you mention, which would be a result of a 
tension it receives from the outside. The exhibi-
tion as a whole developed out of a concept of 
plasticity rather than visuality, and so fondling 
or handling is intrinsic to the way it deals with 
the real.

N: You said you were obsessive, JR. I wonder 
when you get most stuck in your work, what 
moments you go back to, where your scruples 
are at work, or whether you have the feeling 
(as I do) that sometimes you set yourself up 
for punishment when you work. What areas 
you keep tidy, which ones are chaotic. Perhaps 
these questions are too subjective or even too 
pathetic to talk about.

JR: On obsessiveness, I think of Ger-
trude Stein’s The Making of Americans. She goes 
back and repeats phrases in a continuous be-
ginning, there’s no linear progress, time stops, 
it freezes in an eternal present in which nothing 
happens because everything is happening. Or 
aphorisms by Ramón Gómez de la Serna such as 
this one: “We do not know ourselves, because 
we ourselves are behind ourselves.” I don’t of-
ten get stuck or frozen in my studio; I have a 
system that prevents that. I very seldom let any 

of my impulses pass without taking up on them, 
however unforeseen or separate from what I’m 
working on they are when they come to me. So 
my studio is full of a huge variety of things, pro-
cesses and materials. That way of working leads 
to unexpected operations and relationships. 
Einstein said that there is no simultaneity in the 
physical world without an observer who creates 
it.

N: On keeping going with your work, keeping the 
thread of it running: the only continuity I notice 
is the will to go to the studio every day, even if 
it’s just to stare at the wall. After having a child 
I was unable to recognise myself doing even the 
most simple, everyday things. I experienced it 
as a massive blockage that I felt as a desolate 
impotence. By the time it was over I felt like I 
hadn’t learnt a thing, exactly the opposite of 
the conviction you’ve grown stronger that some 
kind of self-help formula would try to persuade 
you into. That was a mystery to me, like los-
ing your appetite or desire for sex. Sometimes 
when I work I feel afraid it’ll happen to me 
again. But at the moment it seems that intervals 
always appear when something leads me on to 
something else.

JR: Keeping going, keeping the thread 
running... our work is to manage our flow: to 
emphasize, to insist. In the Coen Brothers film 
The Man Who Wasn’t There, the main charac-
ter’s way of seeing reveals the difficulty of an 
inner vision; a background voice keeps saying 
things like “Sometimes the more you look, the 
less you really know” – the image interrogates 
itself. Apparently it is our fate to always arrive 
late. But you’re talking about the instant, the 
present, experience more than representation, 
aren’t you.

N: Yes, that’s what I mean, but I also tend to 
split myself in two. If I look on as a spectator, 
then I see issues that swallow up my own is-
sues – ways of making and local clichés that I 
reject and yet feel strongly curious towards, 
and in each of those packages (silly art, serious 
art, boring art...) there’s something susceptible 
to alienation. But those to me are just excuses, 
also a convention of art which reminds you you 
aren’t free. And if I split myself in a different 
way then I find it unfair that there’s this digres-
sion into other issues that have nothing to do 
with the main one, which to me is to practice 
and defend the space of art. It’s not easy to 
pare yourself down to just that; it’s a commit-
ment to something else, which we also cry for 
because it doesn’t exist. I think we have to make 
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Partial view of the exhibition
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Untitled, 2017. Oil painting, 16.5 x 13 x 24.5 cm 
Untitled (light drawing), 2017. Photograph. 30.5 x 40 cm
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a much greater effort to keep growing strong... 
We have to really care for ourselves, be really 
upright. In your attitude and smile it seems to 
me like you’ve manage to do that, JR... take that 
and smoke it, will you?

JR: Dancers know that you have to find 
a stable point to spin on. I see what you say as a 
way of dealing with your own desire, intuiting it 
and seeing yourself in it. You seem to feel suspi-
cious of what is, to prefer what should be, which 
has to do with desire; and from that stance it 
would be profoundly subversive not to want to 
express anything. Régis Debray says we don’t 
idolise artworks, we idolise artists. And that 
when a work is enclosed upon itself then the 
artist becomes a walking hieroglyphic. Just as 
a legionary is expected to have his honour, the 
artist is expected to have knowledge – though I 
often find the art world to be hanging between 
some extremely ‘meaningfulish’ parameters, of-
fering up visual products which illustrate and 
identify but show nothing. Moving from one 
package to another, as you put it, is inevitable; 
we’re made of and make pieces, and those per-
tain to the dynamics of desire. Every artist has 
a technique for adjusting to that. In my opinion, 
the more curiosity and less strategy there is in 
an artist’s work, the greater the intensity. I sup-
pose that’s where my smile comes from.

N: I’m sure that’s it; but I was talking about 
my own desire as I referred to yours, and also 
about parallel decisions to a semi-automatic 
way of making that I can only clumsily explain. 
It’s something like, I keep at it, I keep trying, and 
then think that everything has happened kind of 
by accident.

JR: I’ve always worked from an honest 
place and somehow I think that all of my work 
has a place inside me, even the works I’ve come 
to hate as the years go by. I’m not worried by, 
nor do I pay much attention to, any kind of de-
viation or oddity which might show insecurity 
or a mistaken lack of rigour. Actually, I find the 
rarities in any artist’s work particularly interest-
ing – anything that has come out of unfathom-
able sorts of operations. Working on art is very 
complex and indeterminate. So I think that in the 
studio, uncertainty, keeping yourself available, 
attention, curiosity... and certain kinds of knowl-
edge, feelings, sensations, etc. can bring about 
happenings and works that at their very best 
cannot be predicted, that is, kinds of accidents. 
After that, green tea and rest: body green, hun-
ger green... there’s a huge variety of greens.

N: Seeing as you’re ending off with a poem, let 
me say that I think there are less complexes 
around poetry than art. You can turn it around. 
For instance, Cocteau on Picasso is interesting: 
“His painting is a painting. It lives alone. It never 
informs about anything. This is what a poem must 
be.” I ended up thinking you’d digested Picasso 
rather than paying homage to him, and I don’t 
know who came out the worse for it, you or your 
stomach. Picasso wasn’t there, that we know.

JR: I don’t think art has any complexes. 
An exhibition reveals what we are. We bare our-
selves, showing what we are and what we lack, 
what we desire, what we don’t, and so on.

N: So am I the one with the complexes then? 
Poetry and painting – nobody pays either of 
them much attention, but if we consider this a 
bit more closely, I see poetry as less servile – 
perhaps more minoritarian? I think it opens up 
a wide door for representation through an ex-
treme economy of means. This precariousness 
is paradoxical in our area of work, except for 
the debt that being an artist implies. I find it an-
noying how our vulnerability is often presented 
as an example of modesty. Here, as you say, I 
keep looking elsewhere, because I need to.

JR: Being an artist makes no sense un-
less there’s a sort of urgent need behind it; 
everything else has to do with this culture’s 
perceptions of what the artist is, our needs and 
obligations.

N: You’re right. Following on from what I was 
saying, I told you I don’t trust the saying “The 
personal is political” (for which, as we were say-
ing, no-one takes responsibility). I also like David 
Cronenberg saying that the artist has no social 
responsibility. Do you have any answer to enjoy-
ment as a crude motivation?

JR: The work of the artist is grounded 
in a hope. As a predisposition, this takes on as 
many aspects and nuances as there are differ-
ent artists; but there is always the conscious-
ness of wanting to make art, to live with that 
responsibility and commitment.

We do enjoy making, we love the process of 
working and the contact with different materi-
als, but I don’t find ‘crude’ a very stimulating 
adjective, and it also connotes a lack of con-
trol and knowledge... Art requires transmitting, 
it suggests relationships, it seeks resonance. 
To think of ‘enjoyment as a crude motivation’ 
seems not to take the viewer into account, or 
the way we try to affect his or her desire. It 
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fails to consider the other side of the matter; it 
means enjoying without the other.

N: But I was really meaning letting the viewer 
enjoy the work without you, that is, not condi-
tioning his or her enjoyment. Children are crude 
and rough when they’re alone; but poking each 
other with sticks doesn’t make their games any 
less inclusive or generous. I love Gordillo’s ju-
venile air at the age of eighty-four. It’s not his 
experience, but an uncorrupted innocence as a 
result of an imposition, that I adore. When I saw 
him in person I felt so embarrassed because the 
first thing I wanted to do was give him a hug. I’m 
really impulsive and then I always regret it, so I 
turned around to disguise the impulse.

JR: I reckon Gordillo is actually Benjamin 
Button, who started ageing backwards at eighty. 
That would make Gordillo seventy-six now. Ge-
netic makeup aside, I find there’s a relationship 
between artist’s physical state and the type of 
compromise in their work. I think his juvenile air 
has to do with that. And it’s also interesting to 
notice the vibration in his last period of infor-
malism and the first pop-influenced drawings 
and paintings. You can see there how his style 
was coming into being, how what we’d all recog-
nise later was starting to seep in.
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Alkolea Beach was a space for giving visibility to art practices, and thus also for ex-
perimental learning. It was set up by three artists: Sandra Cuesta, Larraitz Torres and 
Amaia Urra. 

The programme took shape through questions that came up in our own work and by 
sharing experiences of other ways of working.

From an understanding of all possible variations on the exhibition as a concept, we 
brought different methodologies into relation with one another in order to analyse 
different ways of materialising artistic processes through practice.

Alkolea Beach was on Pasaje Alkolea 1 in the Egia district of San Sebastian, and ran 
from March 2017 to March 2018, when the space closed down and the project came to 
an end.1 

http://alkoleabeach.hotglue.me

Amaia: eremuak have asked us to write a text that somehow bears witness to this ex-
perience.

Sandra: Alkolea Beach came out of putting together our different needs. These differ-
ences were the basis for the different parts of the programme that we combined over 
the year the project lasted. The spaces between them also give an idea of the series of 
interests that grew in the years we shared work experiences (Mugatxoan, for instance).

Amaia: We decided the best way we could work together would be to make sure that 
each one of us had a great deal of independence. So we each proposed a programme, 
knowing that the different propolsals would also intersect in some ways.

Larraitz: I see our time at Alkolea Beach as a way of creating space for friction be-
tween the three of us, our own proposals, and the people we would bring into them. 
My own programme came out of a need to see things I felt passionate about, to carry 
them out and share them with others.

Alkolea Beach 

1. Alkolea Beach has been partly 
financed and supported by 
Eremuak, the Basque Government/ 
Eusko Jaurlaritza, and Susperka, 
Provincial Government of 
Gipuzkoa.



51

Amaia: The project tried to contribute something different to the local scene using an 
agile structure that allowed for some improvisation and favoured a practical approach. 
One of our priorities was that even though our situation was precarious, artists could 
be given the best possible working conditions and be paid for their work.

Sandra: Speaking in the past already carries a weight. “It was.” I think the best way to 
show what the project was is to talk about what each one of us did. Speaking in the 
past, now, I’ll give emphasis to part of the programme we ran at Alkolea Beach, which 
was a space run by all three of us, with each one of us carrying out all of the tasks a 
space for working, studying and exhibiting requires.

· Sandra Cuesta ·
Línea imaginaria / Imaginary Line

This was a programme in which every exhibition that took shape in the space was 
intersected by a one-day intervention by another artist.

A future intervention by a different artist could alter the order initially proposed for 
the material in each show. The idea of what it might become was the starting point, 
with each exhibition being set up to comprehend the opening up of possibilities. This, 
which initially brought in the unknown, ended up creating a cohesion between dif-
ferent types of material and articulating other ways for proposals to be perceived in 
relation to one another.

LEHIOR BILBAO

To be able to listen to layers of time and to take up the idea of form from the begin-
ning, until he decides to cut the journey short. The production of desire comes to 
a stop and is placed somewhere where it seems like it is going to happen, but has 
stopped. The dance is never completed unless you project it out of what you’ve already 
heard.

Motion, music-making in this case, is determined by decisions relating to time in 
continuity. It is a concentrated time.

With Lehior’s songs you hear and see how they are being made. Making is what deter-
mines everything, and the decisions are hidden within it.

JORGE NÚÑEZ

Pre-recorded foundations clarify and open textures, also through movements that 
require the voice to be used, speaking into the microphone.

The plasticity of the image he has decided to produce. A being whose form can’t be 
properly distinguished and is layered onto the sound he has already generated.

A total present. Always articulated there in front of us. A motion appears; it happens 
as it is said. Just like that, fresh, obscured.

JOSEBA ESKUBI

You apply a direct way of making to your brushstroke, where the sources intervened 
can be identified, where image becomes body and a sculpture in a different register is 
presented. Objects you intervene until a different perception of something previously 
recognised occurs.

I have tried to enable direct contact between the images, a visual flow where the pos-
sible narrative is overflowed by a network of relations and collisions.
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The small format of these series works like a kind of encyclopaedia, an imaginary dic-
tionary where each image is reinforced by the one next to it.

There is a paradox in the intervened photographs: the painterly form is embedded 
onto a real context, the stroke of the paintbrush is incorporated into the document 
and becomes a part of its visual logic.

Accumulation in your methodology. Excess, the order of the images. An interminable 
edition and the limits of the device have to be there, even if the work does not allow it.

The upside-down image of the dog becomes pure form, its legs are lines, its mouth a 
hole... Masses which flow and are modelled until they lose their definition.

The sculptural nature of the figures intensifies their position against the background. 
The painterly gesture builds and regulates the masses to make everything look “real”. 

JULEN ALBERDI

Sandra: Where do you begin when you want to build up an image?

Julen: I almost always begin with something else. I find a really vague excuse to look 
for something in another image that carries me towards what I think I need. Then it’s 
a matter of working with it, thinking about it.

S: Does the format of the image already exist, or do you have to discover it?

J: The format becomes totally transformed, because it has the role of a fragment: it’s a 
part of a game where its role is given by other pieces. And so the format also tends to 
change. What most often happens is that the format changes several times from paper 
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to computer and vice versa, with everything that implies, and the compression and 
accidents that this causes are brought into the process.

S: Do you recur to a kind of narrative that could be told as a subtext of the images?

J: I think this probably happens afterwards, or as an anecdotal result of the images be-
ing pieced together. But I don’t work with it as a pretext.

0# Drawings made during Lehior Bilbao’s exhibition in which the setup changed day by day.
TIME IS A SPHERE 
I’M NOT AFRAID IN THE END, BECAUSE
I HAVE NO BEGINNING, BECAUSE
TIME IS A SPHERE

1#  Niebla Fascista presents their new work, Nevermind, in which they dive into the struc-
ture of Nirvana’s amazing album and fill it with swimming pool songs in the most beautiful 
grunge of their sunny room [#emo #techno #dreampop #lo-fi #grunge].

2#  Image of Joseba Eskubi’s exhibition Ello es esto / It Is This. 
3#  Exhibition by Julen Alberdi: EE
4#  “Make Up for Break Up” session, directed by Alazne Zubizarreta as part of Raisa Álava’s 

exhibition Para María Maijide... / For María Maijide...
5#  Íñigo Pastrana: intervention in EE (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=65QcYSJiJYU)
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· Larraitz Torres ·
Programa analfabeto / Illiterate Programme &

Esto pega con… / This Goes With…

Apart from trying out, sharing and superimposing different practices for my work, 
Alkolea Beach gave me an opportunity to put together the Programa analfabeto pro-
ject, and was also the start of others such as Esto pega con...

Programa analfabeto was set in motion through the practice of playing music,2 and 
several exhibitions and two publications3 (two magazines financed by eremuak in 
2016 and 2017).

(http://analphabet.hotglue.me)

I started out at Alkolea Beach with:

Exhibition

And talks, by way of an opening to the exhibition: 

Valeria Graziano: “Learning to Talk Back“ (text in Publicación Analfabeta 1, 2016):

We are often advised: it is good to read. But what if we are swopping 
the means with the ends? Could it be that reading is a gateway to ex-
periencing otherwise, that is, to learning, but to learn without being 
taught, and it is that which makes readers increase their joy?

Oier Etxeberria: “Canon X” (text in Publicación Analfabeta 2, 2017):

…it was necessary to clarify how useless it can be to aspire to reach a 
conclusion. It was about making something into a knot, about creating 
an advantageous union or undoing another inexact one. In the end, 
all of these unforeseen incidents around the X (a sign of communica-
tion between higher and lower worlds) were nothing but attempts to 
approach the infralight, to what the quivering of words shakes off of 
their semantic nucleus...

Drawings: Estanis Comella
Fibres: Jorge Satorre
Photography and sculptures: Sandra Cuesta

2. Playing famous or mainstream 
songs without knowing how. Every-
one listens to the same song, with 
the group or using headphones, and 
tries to “copy” it by playing it. This is 
the basis of the practice. The songs 
are never learned, nor does anyone 
learn to play the instruments. It al-
ways remains at this previous stage.
(http://analphabet.hotglue.me)

3. Publicación Analfabeta 1 y 
2. Available at: Kaxilda (San 
Sebastian), Ubik-Tabakalera (San 
Sebastian), Anti (Bilbao), CA2M 
(Móstoles), La Canibal (Barcelona) 
and Section 7 (Paris).
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And sessions by Analphabet Orchestra on the opening day of the exhibition. And on 
every Friday of the exhibition month, we practised the exercise together of relating the 
show with the sound forms we were making.

A study group was proposed, one session a month: a desire to share a learning pro-
cess, with the unpublished texts for Publicación Analfabeta 2 as a pretext, and playing 
music together. 

We’ll finish up this week with Julia Morandeira and carry on playing.

And your copy of the zine will be here for you! Wednesday 17 January, 
18.00, Alkolea Beach.

Because we needed to change the parameters of the orchestra, but continue to work 
with relational aesthetics, we came up with Esto pega con..., a film programme which 
brings two objects – a film object and some other kind of object – into relation, as a 
way of activating the simple fact of setting up relationships between materials whose 
origin is different, and of reclaiming change, free interpretation and apparently unre-
lated things, sometimes as a starting point, sometimes as an end.

(https://estopegacon.hotglue.me/)

Our guests at different sessions were:
Jorge Núñez and Loty Negarti
Elba Martínez and Joxe Caballero
Maite Caballero and Tamara García
Itzi Orbegozo and Ander Sagastiberri

Yeah, the filmfest has begun, we weren’t planning to, but yeah, we also 
show films here. 19.30 today – we love these two artists! – Maite Ca-
ballero Arrieta and Tamara García (August 2017) 

Illiterate Object Encounter was another illiterate programme with an exhibition, 
series of talks and a presentation of Publicación Analfabeta 2. I had to title it “Illiterate 
Objects” to facilitate the relationship between the art object, spoken object (talk) and 
Dj session as an object.

Day 1 

Talks: 

Analphabet Orchestra sessions 
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Equipo Jeleton. A set, with a table and projector for a talk, and separately, an amp and 
guitar for songs. Tarot cards and a repertoire of jotas (with electric guitar) for each 
card.

Andrea Rodrigo. Came on behalf of Julia Morandeira as a member of the La Escueli-
ta project, CA2M, to talk about the approach of the educational project or other ways/
states of learning in institutional frameworks.

Day 2 

Exhibition by Fabro Tranchida and Dante Litvak (Torrecuadra y los Picoletos), 
whose work interweaves contemporary punk scenes, skating and comic drawing in an 
art context. 

Presentation of Palabra #2 magazine. Collection of graffiti and architectural back-
grounds for graffiti in today’s Basque context.

At this opening, we also hosted a Dj session by Purasangre Baby (aka Mesias-
deloschavales), in his first public session.

A little piece of the end of the party with dj purasangre baby (aka me-
siasdeloschavales) mixing lola flores & a cumbia

(November 2017)

 Jeleton
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· Amaia Urra ·
Gramática comparada / Comparative Grammar

I’d never thought of putting myself in the position of inviting other artists to exhibit 
their work. I thought it would be a nice challenge to take on. 

The title of the programme refers to Grammaire étrangère (Foreign Grammar), a 
poetic recital by French duo Grand Magasin in which they propose to discover their 
mother tongue as autodidacts, travelling through it as you do through a foreign land.

Comparative grammar studies similarity and the links between and influence of other 
languages on others; so Gramática comparada grew out of an interest in contrasting 
different ways of seeing, doing and approaching things. Each artist was asked to ex-
hibit and also offered the possibility of a work session where she or he could share a 
process or way of doing/making. We took each artist’s relationship to language (writ-
ing, orality) or music (as a language) as an excuse and point of union. 

Each artist responded with their own singular proposal, and things took shape.

It was fun to compose as a group and interrogate ways of producing and consuming 
what we call “music” through practice during Rafael Martínez del Pozo’s Sesiones 
de Protomúsica (Protomusic Sessions). These issues continued to resonate during 
AATigre’s concert with no light or amplification at the end of the week.

Alejandra Pombo presented the beginning of a process in which she situated her 
films through readings, live interventions, etc. The experience helped her become 
aware of elements she could continue to move forward with. 

One thing that didn’t happen: one artist did not want to speak about his work any 
other way than through the work itself. This made me question my proposal. Al-
though I share his resistance towards the typology of the discursive artist which the 
system demands, I’m interested in sharing tools for work.

On the idea of sharing “tools”, I like how Oier Iruretagoiena writes about his work 
without explaining it. I was wanting to know if he separated sculpture from sound in 
his work. He responded with Jotzen gaituen musika II, an intervention in the window 

Protomusic sessions. Rafael 
Martínez del Pozo
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Drawing by Andrés Viturro. Col-
lective exhibition titled Zasca, 
dead easy, by Gema Intxausti

at Alkolea which could only be heard from outside and left the space practically emp-
ty. This was followed by a reading on other experiences also based on the physicality 
of sound and how it affects us.

Olatz Otalora, who shared her billing with Oier, responded to this will to emptiness 
with a screening at an 18 metre distance, at the other end of the space. The image 
extended beyond the back wall and prolonged the space, carrying us into a school in 
Casablanca. In the half hour of her exhibition, I was interested and intrigued to see 
how she mingled and short-circuited a variety of material – music, images, recordings, 
and her own voice speaking reflections, poetry and experiences.

Perhaps what best sums up what we were trying to do with Gramática and Alkolea is 
this drawing by Andrés Viturro, who lives in Egia. He was interested in writing, and 
added his efforts to the intense working atmosphere of Gema Intxausti’s workshop. 
One condition was to start with lists of sentences from panels in different museums. 
We worked on our own and as a group for four Saturdays over a month. 

I came up with something between drawing and writing. I enjoyed 
spending time together. […] On what we spoke about on Saturday af-
ternoon as to what we understand art to be, I took a look at Wikipedia 
and another more interesting site too; here are the links… – Andrés 
Viturro 

With the material from these encounters we set up a group exhibition at Alkolea 
Beach with Unai Ruiz Ameztoy, Arantza Orbegozo, Saioa Martín Telletxea, Beatriz 
Setién, Sandra Cuesta Aizkorbe, Andrés Viturro, Olatz Otalora, Amaia Urra, Elisabeth 
Domínguez Ran, Gema Intxausti and Mariel Salaberry. 

Saioa Martín Telletxea rounded off the programme with a talk in which studies by 
Temple Grandin comparing animal, human and autistic perception were used as a 
basis for considering how necessary it is from a social standpoint to consider different 
ways of feeling, perceiving and thinking about the world. The rational thinking of the 
neurotypical, in its abstraction, tendency to generalise, and preconceived ideas, often 
blinds neurotypical people to what is around them. Temple Grandin states that “To 
understand animals, autism, and art requires getting away from verbal language.
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ZENA ETA DENA 
(WHAT WAS, WHAT 
IS)
OIER IRURETAGOIENA *

I

Legend tells that around the year 490, a herds-
man in the Italian region of Apulia lost a bull, 
who strayed to Mount Gargano. The herdsman 
waited for three days and then set out to search 
for it up the mountain, where he finally found 
it in the opening of a cave. The slope was too 
steep for him rescue the bull, so he decided to 
put it to death with a poisoned arrow. But when 
the arrow was shot, it turned around and hit 
the herdsman – straight in the eye, according 
to some sources. On hearing of the event, the 
bishop ordered three days of prayer and fasting 
for the entire village in the hope that something 
would be revealed about the message behind 
it. After three days, the Archangel Saint Michael 
appeared to the bishop and asked that the cave 
be turned into a place of worship. And so leg-
end has it that the Sanctuary of Saint Michael on 
Mount Gargano was founded.

On the 17th August, 1626, the altar of Saint Mi-
chael in the chapel of Arretxinaga in Xemein was 
consecrated. There were many similarities be-
tween this site – the rock in each place and its 
natural, organic, fanciful shapes; the rock for-
mations in Arretxinaga and the cave in Gargano 
– and so the same saint was adopted for the Ar-
retxinaga chapel. A similar rock/church – rock/
church relationship is set up in both places.

It might be said that the eremuak commission 
considered me for the curatorship of this exhi-
bition following the same reasoning – an analo-
gy. In recent years in my work as an artist I have 
been researching certain chapels and churches 
with remnants of supposedly pre-Christian be-

liefs, many of them relating to caves or rocks 
as in Arretxinaga. The commission knew of this 
and decided on the rock/church – rock/church 
relationship.

This is also how I came to invite the four art-
ists in the exhibition in the prison and for the 
chapel event. In each one of them I found 
something resembling a certain element of the 
place where their work was to be presented, in 
addition to intuitively perceiving shared affini-
ties. This means that the exhibition is not struc-
tured around a particular theme; it began with 
an idea of merging the works with their setting, 
while taking into account the strength of each 
place’s character and the many marks of each 
one’s history. I will use an example here to try to 
explain the value I see in trying to articulate an 
exhibition by means of analogy.

II

The German art historian Aby Warburg (1866-
1929) dedicated his life to investigating the 
heritage of the Classical tradition in the Mid-
dle Ages and Renaissance. What interests me 
most about Warburg is his methodology and his 
devising of a tool in the late years of his life for 
analysing and elucidating the traces of that her-
itage: the Atlas Mnemosyne.

The Atlas Mnemosyne was a set of sixty-three 
wooden panels on which Warburg fixed sets of 
images which were organised according to his 
own internal analogies. Each panel is a small 
system of thematic, formal, technical and other 
types of correspondences, which interlink to 
form visual essays that were used for his own 
thinking process, like puzzles made up of dif-
ferent pieces with common characteristics but 
which don’t quite fit and cannot be resolved 
into a single meaning. Most of the images in the 

One of the pieces from Ruinas del antropoceno (Ruins of the Anthropocene), by Ignacio García Sánchez. 
Photography: Terri Florido

* Zena eta dena was held at Markina-Xemein in November 
2017 as part of the HARRIAK programme. An exhibition at the 
old prison building of Markina was organised with the artists 
Ignacio García Sánchez, Gabriele Muguruza Goenaga and 
Paula Prieto Fernández de Velasco, and a sound intervention 
by Gerard Ortín Castellví was installed at Arretxinaga chapel, 
Xemein. This text is a pared down version of the exhibition 
text, the original version of which can be downloaded at 
http://www.eremuak.net/sites/default/files/zenaetade-
na_cas.pdf
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Aby Warburg: panel 46 of the Mnemosyne Atlas / © The Warburg Institute

panels are photos of artworks, but other types 
of image such as photos of real life were taken 
by Warburg himself or from press cuttings.

Let us take a look at Panel No. 46, which is built 
up around the fresco The Birth of Saint John 
the Baptist by Domenico Ghirlandaio (1480-
1490). The painting depicts eight women in a 
room around a newborn baby. Warburg analyses 
gestures, faces, hairstyles, clothing, space, ar-
chitectural ornaments, composition, and other 
aspects, and constructs analogies around each 
element, so that each image branches out in 
other directions and interrelations also appear 
between each branch.

For instance, on the front left we see a woman 
holding out her arms to a child. The movement 
is related by Warburg to other works in which 
something is given or taken in the same move-
ment of outstretched arms. Among those works 
is a fresco by Botticelli, Venus and the Three 
Graces Presenting Gifts to a Young Woman (1485-
1490). The similarity lies not only in the move-
ment, but also in the woman in the paintings: 

the same model is portrayed in both Ghirlan-
daio and Botticelli’s frescos. She was Giovanna 
Tornabuoni, and Warburg gathered four differ-
ent portraits of her in the same panel. He also 
assembled other depictions of births, not all of 
which showed Saint John the Baptist. Another 
significant branch in the panel is of women car-
rying things on their heads. There is a woman in 
Ghirlandaio’s fresco carrying a tray of fruit on 
her head. Warburg surrounded her with many 
other images of women carrying pitchers in the 
same posture. There are also architectural com-
parisons between the columns around the scene 
in the fresco and the ornaments along the edges 
of an illustrated book. And there are analogies 
to be found in the movement of clothing in the 
wind in some of the images, for instance. Or 
a photograph taken by Warburg of a peasant 
woman on the outskirts of Florence.

A deeper look at Warburg’s notes and inves-
tigations will show that this panel relates to 
his studies of nymphs. There are actually no 
nymphs here, but we see that he was search-
ing for traces of how nymphs were portrayed 
in Classical Antiquity. The closer we look at his 
thinking the more strands and layers we may 
discover in the interweaving of images, although 
not all of the reasoning behind the connections 
can be explained, and many of them escape any 
kind of systematisation. Warburg himself talked 
of a “machine for thinking about images”; many 
of them can be considered to be there simply 
because they helped him to think, and I find 
it highly probable that many of them were in-
cluded simply because he wanted to join things 
together and ‘see what happened’.

Whenever things are put together, each part 
renders the rest somewhat unfamiliar and 
causes us to see the rest differently, or calls our 
attention to details we might not notice without 
this kind of juxtapositioning. Spatial organisation 
is also essential: 3-1-2 is not the same as 2-3-1. 
Habit and custom tend to swallow up our acts 
and render them automatic, which also happens 
with our perception of familiar objects and im-
ages. When we create estrangement by chang-
ing certain details, complicating their forms, 
or as Warburg does, presenting a catalogue 
of variations, these things return to our focus 
of attention and our perception is revived. As 
Warburg apparently said (although the famous 
sentence has also been attributed to Voltaire, 
Flaubert, Warburg and Mies van der Rohe, we 
know not whom), “God is in the details.”
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III

As I mentioned, I chose this particular group 
of artists because I was looking for analogies 
with aspects of the spaces we would be using, 
and considered that the choice might lead to a 
particularly interesting set of relationships. I say 
‘particularly interesting’ because anything re-
lated to sensation is harder to explain any bet-
ter. Which is why I used the example of Warburg 
as a way of indirectly explaining something that 
cannot be directly communicated.

The nearby stone and quarries led me to an 
artist who has previously done a lot of work on 
caves and quarries (Gerard Ortín Castellví). The 
existence of archeological remains led me to 
an artist who makes fictitious archeological re-
mains (Ignacio García Sánchez). Because there 
were pencil markings and scratched drawings 
on the prison walls I searched for an artist 
whose drawings might be reminiscent of them 
(Paula Prieto Fernández de Velasco). And the 
remnants of previous activities brought to mind 
an artist who has heaped everyday objects in 
ways that sometimes do not seem very deliber-
ate (Gabriele Muguruza Goenaga).

These works stand alongside rocks, saints, an-
tique furniture, markings on the walls, etc. We 
didn’t use a historian’s or anthropologist’s ap-
proach, which would attempt to draw conclu-
sions from traces from the sites and contrasting 
testimonies and other documents. We were not 
trying to probe what was hidden, but to build 
something new in relation to, juxtaposing new 
things with what was already there.

In my own desire and fantasy, all of this worked 
really well and would lead to an exhibition which 
would be a kind of Warburgian panel in itself, 
not restricted to a single theme but possessing 
an internal logic closely related to the char-
acter of each place. This was the premise on 
which I chose certain artists over others, and 
also certain places over others for the exhibi-
tion or event. However, the process might have 
led us somewhere different, because a working 
artist is nothing like an image of a work at least 
five hundred years old that can be cut out and 
manipulated at will. Each one of us goes into 
the process with our own expectations and the 
outcome depends on a common negotiation. 
However, as the final result of the exhibition was 
entirely conditioned by my initial decisions, I 
found it important to explain them.

IV

Some months ago I visited Gabriele Muguruza’s 
(San Sebastián, 1992) studio. In the centre of 
the space was a work in progress, a sculpture 
constructed with interjoined cardboard tubes. 
On the walls around it were piled other pieces 
of cardboard – pieces in their manufactured 
shape, finished sculptures, or discards that 
might later be incorporated into some new or-
ganisation of parts. In all of this process there 
was a dialogue with the artist’s material which 
did not involve forcing it or maltreating it, but 
rather a heightening of its malleability, fragility 
and lightness. Cardboard tends to curve when 
leant against the floor and wall or hung. And 
although these sculptures are of geometrical 
shapes, they are always curving into slight arcs, 
convex or concave. Apparently the consistency 
of the material itself is what leads her to lean it 
all against the floor or wall without any further 
form of display or emphasis in the space; and 
yet it has a very different presence to some-
thing simply abandoned. You also perceive a re-
spect towards matter; these are not just masses 
of cardboard; they’re sheets that breathe and 
reveal what they are: corrugated sheets of 
paper glued to another two sheets. There’s an 
economy of resources, a deliberate simplic-
ity, and also a constant search for a position of 
ambiguity between decisiveness and random-
ness. Fitting one corner into another seamlessly, 
snugly or loosely might become a problem to be 
considered for weeks, with all the variables be-
tween seamless, snug and loose. The exact solu-
tion to an arrangement might arise at the most 
unexpected moments - not when directly and 
deliberately confronted, but when obliquely or 
unintentionally glimpsed while doing something 
else (sweeping the studio, talking to someone, 

Drawings by Paula Prieto Fernández de Velasco in the cells of the former Markina prison. Photography: Terri Florido
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having your mind on something else); it occurs 
without so much thought.

Paula Prieto Fernández de Velasco (Santander, 
1993) has a more direct approach, at least in 
principle. There are never any corrections or 
discarded pieces in her work; each piece has 
obviously been made in a very short time and 
with no hesitation. One of her interests is callig-
raphy, where a firm hand will create the correct 
form on a first attempt. But calligraphy works 
by reproducing an interior form by repetition, 
whereas in this process the artist seeks to cre-
ate something new each time with the same 
determination. Her initial urgency is then sifted 
through the filter of slower time, during which 
the drawings are contemplated daily in her stu-
dio. Perception changes over time, and the mere 
fact of looking at the works, or moving them 
around and looking again, is also a way of making. 
Or deciding some must be thrown away and oth-
ers contemplated longer. Or ending up throwing 
all of them away and beginning again. This is an 
unpredictable process, and from the standpoint 
of the imperative to produce, is a waste of time 
- the amount of time spent on the work may not 
be proportional to what comes out. Satisfactory 
results are hard to obtain; when they do occur it 
may be by chance or by mistake. Holding a pencil 
might turn out to be as productive as being in 
the studio and doing nothing.

Most of Ignacio García Sánchez’s (Madrid, 1987) 
recent work also uses drawing as its main medi-
um. It revolves around the portrayal of possible 
dystopian futures: robots, holgrams, arid land-
scapes, devastated cities, war, fleeing refugees, 
extremely polarized social classes, graffiti that 
read “Long live the surviving class”, etc. All of 
this is drawn in gentle lines and colours, humor-

ously, creating a placid sensation and a discon-
certing ambiguity.

According to Mark Fisher, one of the character-
istics of our time is (and he quotes Franco “Bifo” 
Berardi), “the slow cancellation of the future”, 
together with a permanent nostalgia for the 
past.1 The future no longer seems to be any bet-
ter than the past, as can be seen by the abun-
dance of apocalyptic and dystopian scenarios 
in today’s culture – film, series, literature, etc. 
Global warming is indeed a reality and ecological 
disaster seems ever more immanent unless some 
kind of radical change in our way of living occurs. 
To quote Fisher once more (who again appro-
priates a sentence, this time either by Frederic 
Jameson or Slavoj Žižek), “It is easier to imagine 
an end to the world than an end to capitalism.”2

Initially Ignacio’s intention for Markina prison 
was to paint a mural on one of the outer walls 
and degrade it into a semblance of a remnant of 
the site, a fictional vestige. Paradoxically, he was 
unable to carry this out as the actual remnants 
of the site had to be protected and research on 
them not hindered. The idea, though, prevails 
in both of the works from the series Ruinas del 
antropoceno (Ruins of the Anthropocene). Here, 
chipped sections of walls are imitated in graffiti 
like ruins of humankind from a post-apocalyptic 
future. The prison is now in disuse but full of 
remnants of its past usage, and this makes it an 
idea site for evoking the state of abandonment 
and degradation of all buildings and channels of 
communication after a catastrophe.

The destruction or fragility of the order of na-
ture by human activity is also a persistent theme 
in the work of Gerard Ortín (Barcelona, 1988), 
where it is mostly carried into films, sound in-
stallations and walk performances. The artist 
confronts issues such as the need for driven 
hunts against wild animals which cause heavy 
damage to livestock and agriculture and the 
tension these give rise to, or problems arising 
from their numbers shrinking or their extinction; 
or the conflicts between large-scale exploita-
tion and the conservation of national heritage. 
The artist does not take an explicit stance in his 
work but explores different issues leading from 
these problems from a position of underlying 
fascination towards everything he presents. The 
beauty and sharpness of the wolves fascinate 
him, but so does the human ingenuity of the 
wolftraps. He feels the allure of the dark, damp 
cave which has taken millions of years to form, 
but also of the quarry which destroys it, the 
broken rock and scattered earth. At Markina-

Installation by Gerard Ortín Castellví in the Arretxinaga chapel in Xemein. Photography: Terri Florido
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Xemein his immediate inclination was towards 
the famous black limestone quarries. Several 
days work at the Harrimar quarry gave rise to 
the sound installation Bretxa, where Ortín fo-
cuses on something that normally attracts lit-
tle attention in comparison to the awe of the 
quarry: the sound of rock being cut.

V

The exhibition is titled Zena eta dena (What 
Was, What Is). The title alludes to the continual 
presence of the historical remnants of place 
alongside our daily living. In García Sánchez and 
Ortín’s works, we also witness a concern for 
the future, to the point that the title could well 
have been Zena, dena eta datorrena (What Was, 
What Is and What Will Be).

After reading what I had written about his work, 
Ignacio wrote me an email. He said that his work 
was often described as dystopian and apoca-
lyptic, but that in actual fact he tries to include 
utopian aspects in it, as if total collapse were 
actually the way to rebuild the world by setting 
up other types of relationships. This is, at least, 
a more positive perspective with which to end 
this text. 

Notes

1. Mark Fisher, Ghosts of My Life. Winchester: 
Zero Books, 2014.

2. Mark Fisher, Capitalist Realism. Is There no 
Alternative? Winchester: Zero Books, 2009.

Sculptures by Gabriele Muguruza in the former Markina prison. Photography: Amaia Molinet



Following the HARRIAK programme’s experience 
in 2016 and 2017, a third edition of HARRIAK took 
place in 2018.

HARRIAK is a contemporary art programme aimed 
at renovating new spaces for mediation, exhibition, 
and artistic dissemination. The programme is imple-
mented through various halls belonging to Basque 
Country Autonomous Community cultural centres, 
which is backed by the participation of emerging art-
ists and mediators from the Basque context. 

HARRIAK is an initiative by eremuak that is aimed 
at creating a space that is sensitive to contemporary 
creative practices in small towns and providing vis-
ibility for artistic work and mediation processes.

PROGRAMME 2018

Igartza palace (Beasain, Gipuzkoa)
“Hire maitale traketsa” exhibition (curated by 
OKELA) 
22 April – 20 May [1] [2] [3] 
Participating artists: Izaskun Araluzea Itza, Andere 
Etxegarai Zubiaur, Mikel Ruiz Pejenaute. 

- Opening and talks with the artists: 22 April at 
11:30 a.m.

- ZarataWERK Concert, 22 April at 1:30 p.m.

Uhagon cultural centre (Markina-Xemein, Bizkaia) 
“Allegoría Total” exhibition (curated by Dani Mera) 
2 - 17 June [4] [5] [6] 
Participating artists: Miren Candina, Pablo Marte, 
Ander Sagastiberri

- Opening: 2 June at 12:00 p.m.
- Visit with the artists: 2 June at 12:30 p.m.
- Screening of the film Cuerpos 1, Santa Águeda 

(2017), by Mirari Echávarri, including a talk with 
the artist: 17 June at 12:00 p.m.

ARENATZarte (Güeñes, Bizkaia) 
“Trenza” Exhibition (curated by Maia Villot)  
15 July – 2 September [7] [8] [9] 
Participating artists: Beatriz Setién, Claudia Rebeca 
Lorenzo, Esti Ibarra.

- Guided visit with the artists and the curator: 15 
July at 11:30 a.m.

- Opening: 15 July at 12:00 p.m.
- Concert. MIGUEL A. GARCÍA & ENSEMBLE 

[ANDREA BERBOIS, ESTI IBARRA, GARAZI 
NAVAS & FERNANDO ULZIÓN]: 22 July at 
11:00 a.m.

- A tour with Beatriz Setién 22 July at 12:00 p.m.
- Workshop with Claudia Rebeca Lorenzo and Esti 

Ibarra. ESTO VA DE PIEDRAS (‘THIS ROCKS’): 
22 July at 12:30 p.m.

Oxford hall (Zumaia, Gipuzkoa) 
“Lo que tú ves, no es lo que veo yo” (You don’t see 
what I see) exhibition (curated by Ismael Iglesias)  
28 September – 19 October
Participating artists: Raisa Álava, Alberto Albor, Ane 
Rodríguez Zaitegi.

- Opening + visit with the artists and the curator: 
29 September at 7:00 p.m.

Bastero cultural centre (Andoain, Gipuzkoa) 
“Canta Cucu” exhibition (curated by Raúl 
Domínguez) 
5 October – 10 November 
Participating artists: Guillermo Orjales, Agnès Pé, 
Ander Lauzirika.

- Opening: 5 October at 7:00 p.m.
- Visit with artist Ander Lauzirika and the curator: 

6 October at 7:00 p.m.
- Conference by Agnès Pe. NON-LETHAL 

“BROWN” POP, Sonic weapons: history, contexts 
and somatics. 9 October at 6:00 p.m.

HARRIAK
[1]

[2]

[3]

[4]

[5]

[6]

[7] [8] [9]



2017/2018

CONTINUOUS CALL FOR APPLICATIONS / 
PROJECTS SELECTED

FEBRUARY 2018 DECISION
Andreas Wutz: El Proyecto Humboldt
Mutur Beltz: Residencia artística del buen vivir. 
Karrantza 2018

MAY 2018 DECISION
Laura Díez + Amaia Molinet: Vis a vis
Mikel Eskauriaza: AMCAL 2018

JUNE 2018 DECISION
Miguel A. García: Zarata Fest
Laura Peña + Irati Inoriza: Pre-Bapore Atelier
Duen Sacchi: Organoléptico

OCTOBER 2018 DECISION
Diego Matxinbarrena: Círculos del deseo
Antespacio: Iturfest IV
José Francisco Vaquero: Persecución
Banizuke nizuke: Bilbao Book Fair 2018

MAGAZINE PRESENTATION: EREMUAK# 4 [1]
On 15 January 2018, the technical commission 
presented the editorial approach and content of 
eremuak#4 magazine in the Azkuna Zentroa multi-
purpose hall. An informal meeting followed the 
event, in which those in attendance could discuss 
their opinions on the magazine.

EXHIBITION - BI DOS TWO [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] [8]
Bi Dos Two was a collective exhibition and pro-
gramme of performances and events organised 
by the eremuak programme, with artists selected 
through an open call. The exhibition took place in the 
Azkuna Zentroa’s CAC1 (Complementary Activities 
Centre 1) in Bilbao from 8 February to 8 April 2018.

Participating artists:
Exhibition space: Lorea Alfaro (Estella, 1982), Xare 
Alvarez Berakoetxea (San Sebastian, 1990), Malús 
Arbide (San Sebastian, 1958), Nadia Barkate (Bil-
bao, 1980), Leo Burge (London, 1991), Luis Can-
daudap Guinea (Bilbao, 1964), Mikel Eskauriaza 
(Bilbao, 1969), Julen Garcia Muela (Beasain, 1993), 
Oier Iruretagoiena Arregi (Rentería, 1988), Sahatsa 
Jauregi Azkarate (Itaparica, Brazil, 1984), Claudia 
Rebeca Lorenzo (Logroño, 1988), Gabriele Mugu-
ruza Goenaga (San Sebastian, 1992), Leire Muñoz 

(Bilbao, 1983), Gerard Ortín Castellví (Barcelona, 
1988), Jon Otamendi (Getxo, 1978), Damaris Pan 
(Mallabia, 1983), Manu Uranga (Zumaia, 1980).

Performances and events programme: Ion Munduate 
(Irún, 1969), Jorge Núñez de la Visitación (Santur-
tzi, 1983), Saioa Olmo Alonso (Bilbao, 1976), Beatriz 
Setién (San Sebastian, 1980), Camila Téllez (Santiago, 
Chile, 1982), Amaia Urra (San Sebastian, 1974).

Screening programme: Zigor Barayazarra (Bilbao, 
1976), Miren Candina (Hondarribia, 1994), Esti Ibar-
ra (Elorrio, 1995), Aitziber Olaskoaga (Getxo, 1980), 
Olatz Otalora (Algorta, 1990), Igor Rezola Iztueta 
(Itsasondo, 1974), Manu Tarrazo (Madrid, 1993), An-
dreas Wutz (Munich, Germany, 1962).

INTERNATIONAL RESIDENCY AT ART OMI [9] [10]
From 14 June to 10 July 2018
SELECTED ARTIST: Damaris Pan

RESIDENCY AT HALFHOUSE
From 15 July to 15 September 2018
SELECTED ARTIST: Leo Burge

LEO BURGE EXHIBITION [11] [12]
Opening: 15 September at Halfhouse

EREMUAK PROJECT PRESENTATION [13]
Presentation: 15 September at Halfhouse

EREMUAK WORKSHOPS 2018 & EREMUAK#5 MAG-
AZINE PRESENTATION
The “Eremuak workshops: presentation of com-
pleted activities and projects” took place on 
Friday, November 16th, and Saturday, November 
17th, 2018 at Azkuna Zentroa (hall CAC2) in Bilbao. 
Within this framework, a round table was held on 
the HARRIAK 2018 programme, and eremuak#5 
magazine was presented.

Presentations: Julen Agirre, José Otero, Leo 
Burge, Damaris Pan, Andreas Wutz, Mutur Beltz, 
Itziar Bilbao, Héctor Rey, Dani Llaría, David Civico, 
Tamara García, Izibene Oñederra, Elba Martínez.
Round table: Dani Mera, Maia Villot, Okela, Raúl 
Domínguez, Garazi Ansa.

CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS: INTERNATIONAL RESI-
DENCY AT ART OMI 2019
Submissions accepted until 15 December 2018.

TH
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