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The hand — perhaps that of Otte Sköld, then director of the National 

Museum in Stockholm, or perhaps Pontus Hultén, the future director of the Moderna 

Museet — points, faceless, with nothing more than its index finger towards another 

hand. Today, in 2026, I hold in my grasp the 1956 photograph by Kary H. Lash, 

which, perhaps influenced by his close association with several Surrealist artists, 

seems to evoke — like a photomontage — the hypnotic gesture of placing a hand 

upon the patient to summon an unconscious memory 70 years later. The painted hand 

indicated by the index finger of the human hand — and revealed to us by the 

photographer after pressing the shutter with his own — appears to reach out 

in an urgent search for help. It belongs to a hand on an arm-canvas, about to be 
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unrolled, in turn, by other hands. Memory, in this case, surfaces almost effortlessly 

through a form of universal remembrance: it could be any hand, a hand pointing to 

another, which in turn points to all the others. It is the languid hand of the woman 

who crawls forward, half-kneeling, fleeing from war in Picasso’s Guernica. 

 

This photographic report of the exhibition Guernica, avec 60 études, held in 

the Exercishalle — then under renovation — of the Nationalmuseum in Stockholm in 

1956, during the so-called “Nordic tour” of the mural — which travelled to eleven 

countries between 1937 and 1982 — is, in a sense, an exhibition within an exhibition, 

within many exhibitions. (Are not all exhibitions precisely that: hands pointing 

towards other hands?). Pontus Hultén, who would later become the director of 

Moderna Museet, promoted — or, as we might say here, curated — the exhibition in 

the unfinished building, whose open roof covered with tarpaulins perhaps constituted 

the most fitting unintentional display device the work had ever encountered. 

Curiously, if we jump forward in time for a moment, the city of Stockholm had 

already hosted the painting in the spring of 1938 at Liljevalchs Konsthall, one of its 

earliest destinations — alongside Denmark and Oslo — outside the exhibition context 

for which it had been created barely a year earlier. Swedish critics dismissed the 

work, and the government even rejected the possibility of acquiring it. The 

institutional context of the 1950s, however, would prove diametrically opposed and, 

as will be discussed later, drew upon the precedents established since the Great 

Exhibition of London in 1851, when European World Fairs sought to 

disseminate the advances of industrialisation whilst projecting the cultural and 

economic power of the bourgeoisie. 

 

Returning to the aforementioned exhibition at Exercishalle, staged in what 

would become Sweden’s foremost museum of contemporary art, helped accelerate 

cultural processes already underway in Scandinavia, linking the idea of contemporary 

art and the post-war avant-garde with a particular notion of democracy and cultural 

openness during the Cold War era. Acting as a cornerstone for subsequent historical 

exhibitions and cultural institutions — amongst them the Reina Sofía Museum in 

Madrid, as addressed below — and under the custody of the MoMA and its director 

Alfred Barr at that time, Guernica was reframed as an openly pacifist 

work. In the process, it was captured in a mise en abyme that neutralised its anti-
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fascist message and attempted to transform it into a de-auratised and exchangeable 

cultural commodity. Accordingly, Moderna Museet conceptually inaugurated its 

modern institutional project — destined, like all museums, to construct a particular 

vision of historical experience, often presented as mythical and immutable — with the 

exhibition of Guernica, the first show in its history and recorded as such, as a 

foundational milestone, in catalogue number 1. 

 

Paradoxically, in the complex exercise of remembering (more so due to the 

intricacies of history in a curatorial text about an exhibition not visited by the 

narrator), before we ask ourselves about the capacity to organise memory, we would 

do well to ask about our own capacity to imagine. It is not a linear exercise. 

Imagination demands temporal interruptions to emerge.  Perhaps this is why artistic 

practices allow not only the future, but also the past to be imagined otherwise, in ways 

that differ from the established norm, offering fertile ground for the imaginative 

exercises we must continue in the face of our current inability to conceive of 

alternatives. It is as if the mural’s chronology suspends the present, becoming an 

interlocutor for our future concerns. Whilst there may be few works in contemporary 

art that still speak to us with the force with which this one does, do we understand 

what it is telling us? 

 

Before publicly announcing the invasion of Iraq in 2003, the US representative 

t o  the United Nations requested that the tapestry — a copy of Guernica — located 

in the Security Council’s antechamber, be covered, to prevent the image from 

appearing in the camera frame during the statement. The gesture demonstrated 

that the political power of the work will always be far from dissipating. Nevertheless, 

images — especially those which are “universal” — embody the paradoxical 

impossibility of fully unveiling themselves; yet they can function as seismographs, to 

use Benjamin’s terminology, capable of registering social and cultural tremors even 

beyond the exhibition space. It is therefore essential to re-semantise and analyse these 

images in terms of the tension between the curatorial and the narrative that stages 

them, to place them in an abyss in order to identify their mutations and expand the 

field of production of counter-hegemonic meaning and visual knowledge. Bringing 

together some echoes of these images to recognise them, not merely as the object that 

hordes of tourists photograph and point at today as they pass through Madrid, but to 
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allow them, in their inexhaustible capacity to mobilise the political imagination, to 

carry us beyond themselves. 

 

According to the proverb, when the wise man points at the moon, the fool 

looks at the finger. Faced with an ever-accelerating cultural calendar aligned with the 

technological metrics of capitalist productivity and conducted under a curatorship that 

can at times be centrifugal and homogenising, the cultural narrative re-emerges 

distorted through the folds of a consumer society. Conflict is thus subsumed and 

aestheticised, while dissent passes into the ideological factory of the museum as 

spectacle, incapable of setting any real social action in motion, even when the exhibit 

labels echo discourses drawn from social movements. What is ostensibly counter-

hegemonic may thus become bureaucratically hegemonic, transforming mobilisation 

into disaffection. By interweaving other lateral ideas and concepts capable of opening 

up closed narratives about the past, we can establish a “boomerang” genealogy that 

disrupts the singular notion of the aesthetic autonomy of works such as the mural that 

denounces the bombing of Guernica. It proposes a return — and a turning back — 

from the trajectories that separate these images from their original context of display 

and, above all, from the curatorial narrative that brought them into being: the 

exhibition of the Spanish Republican Pavilion within the International Exposition of 

Arts and Techniques in Modern Life held in Paris in 1937. 

 

Every exhibition-within-an-exhibition, as a multiple act of intervention in the 

public sphere, constitutes a polyhedral site from which to contest what is made visible 

and which narratives shape the space in which this visibility is produced, organising 

what is shown, according to the conditions from which it will be viewed (or from 

which the gaze may be averted). Following the war triggered by the military coup of 

1936, led by the army of the soon-to-be dictator Francisco Franco, the Republican 

Government prioritised propaganda efforts abroad, aimed at calling for international 

solidarity and mobilisation in the face of the critical advance of fascism in Spain. The 

theme of the exhibition — its narrative — was therefore war, for the conflict was also 

being fought on a dialectical terrain. The countercultural workers involved in the 

Spanish Republican Pavilion were thus creating under conditions of emergency — or 

more precisely, by moving towards the emergency rather than attempting to avoid it.  

This same urgency permeated the curatorial labour required to bring the pavilion into 
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being. Completed in barely six months with a minimal budget, limited by a wartime 

economy, the pavilion was inaugurated on 12th July 1937, several months after the 

Exposition had already opened to the public. The curatorial function operating within 

the pavilion — embodied in the committee composed of José Gaos as general 

commissioner, the writers Max Aub and José Bergamín as deputy commissioners at 

the Spanish Embassy in Paris, and above all Josep Renau, Director General of Fine 

Arts — helped  reveal  that,  while  not  everything  was  lost  yet,  everything was 

imperiled and would be lost without urgent action. 

 

And so it came to pass two years after the Paris International Exposition, 

despite the symbolic success achieved by the pavilion, and the fact that the very 

origins of international exhibitions were acts of fraternity between nations, the 

Francoist dictatorship prevailed in Spain aided by international neutrality. The 

greatest emergency1 proved to be the absence of any sense of emergency on the part 

of the countries that attended, where the refusal to confront the situation 

effectively became complicity. The curatorship of the Pavilion thus lay in being in 

time rather than on time, articulating an utopian aspiration that carried its artists 

beyond the historical conditions of the moment. In this regard, Alexander Calder’s 

Mercury Fountain (or Fountain of Almadén) speaks to us today with striking 

urgency in the face of geopolitics still structured around the extractivism of strategic 

war resources. In a symbiosis of the poetic and the political, positioned at the physical 

and symbolic centre of the pavilion opposite Guernica, Calder’s work established a 

correlation between the bombing of the town of Guernica by the German Condor 

Legion and the latter’s interest in gaining control over the Spanish mercury mines of 

Almadén. The curatorial committee thus materialised, within the exhibition space, the 

very substance of the conflict, rendering visible the material infrastructure of history2. 

Mercury — a historically crucial element for military equipment — detonated 

explosives on the battlefield whilst simultaneously flowing in liquid silver form, 

which enhanced by the abstraction of Calder’s mobile-like design in a kinetic scene 

that made possible infinite movement beneath the light of a long Parisian summer. It 
 

1 Santiago Zabala adresses this concept in Why Only Art Can Save Us? Aesthetics and the Absence of 

Emergency, New York: Columbia Press, 2017. 
2 This issue had already been addressed through the display of other mercury fountains at the Ibero-American 

Exposition in Seville and the International Exposition of Barcelona, both in 1929. 
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is perhaps the work within the pavilion that most effectively refutes the thesis that 

openly political or critical artistic proposals lack aesthetic sensitivity. 

 

In keeping with this expanded historical frame within which certain works 

were situated, the contributions of Francis Bartolozzi are striking. She is recorded as 

the only woman artist participating in the pavilion, alongside Juana Francisca 

Rubio — both figures largely overlooked by art history and curatorial narratives3. 

Her series of prints, Pesadillas infantiles (Children’s Nightmares), depicted the 

horrors of war from the perspective of childhood, a situated and embodied gaze that 

lends the works an almost testimonial character. While Calder’s work evoked the 

timeless race for armament, Bartolozzi’s reveals the universal devastation of war 

through the vulnerability of childhood. This interest in children may also be linked 

to her involvement during the Republic in the Misiones Pedagógicas, initiatives 

aimed at improving the educational and cultural conditions of rural populations, to 

which the pavilion’s curatorial narrative also devoted particular attention. Despite 

occupying what might appear to be a lateral position within the pavilion, the artist 

situates, at the centre of the abyss, specifically the realities which war relegates to 

the margins: the care of life and the fragility of childhood. The juxtaposition of 

these images, through a form of “surrealist childlike imagery”, articulated a 

counter-geography in relation to the predominantly masculinist antifascist art that 

dominated the pavilion. It undoubtedly constituted a profoundly disruptive gesture 

— one perhaps deliberately sought by the curatorial committee, given that both 

artists were invited to participate rather than having entered the exhibition through a 

competitive process. 

 

In his text Arte en Peligro 1936–1939 (Art in Danger 1936-1939), Josep 

Renau recounts the state of emergency and his efforts to safeguard Spain’s artistic 

heritage, presenting it as one of the key conceptual axes around which the Spanish 

Republican Pavilion revolved within the propagandistic-curatorial battle being 

staged on the banks of the Seine during the 1937 Paris International Exposition. As 
 

3 For a detailed study of this topic in the pavilion, see Garbayo-Maeztu, Maite & Noemí de Haro-García, 

“Participaciones oblicuas y ética del cuidado: mujeres artistas e intelectuales en el Pabellón de la 

República de la Exposición Internacional de París de 1937.” Arte, Individuo y Sociedad, vol. 34, no. 3, 2022, 

pp. 1155–1173. 
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an apparatus of propaganda and socio-cultural activism, the Republican Pavilion 

also responded to the Pontifical Pavilion, commissioned by the Vatican, which 

hosted an exhibition presenting the Francoist insurgents as defenders of Catholicism 

against an alleged Republican anti-clerical violence. Its interior — conceived as a 

sanctuary with votive altars — portrayed the Nationalists as martyrs and, at the 

same time, as the legitimate representatives of the Spanish state, thereby 

legitimising their aggression against the Republican Government. The latter was 

depicted as the destroyer of Spain’s religious cultural heritage. The visual 

translation of this propagandistic effort was epitomized in a single mural painting: 

The Intercession of Saint Teresa in the Spanish Civil War, also known as Saint 

Teresa, Ambassador of Divine Love in Spain, Offering to Our Lord Jesus Christ the 

Spanish Martyrs of 1936. The ironic coincidence that this work, by Josep 

Maria Sert, was exhibited in the pavilion located directly behind the Spanish 

Republican Pavilion — designed, in turn, by his nephew, the architect Josep Lluís 

Sert— speaks volumes about the profoundly asymmetrical socio-cultural terrain of 

the moment. 

 

Performativity dominated within this platform, even extending to the 

outer skin of the Republican pavilion building itself, which was transformed into a 

versatile exhibition surface and a fundamental component of its own museographic 

discourse. The images presented in the exhibition were intended to be understood 

not as finished works institutionalised as historical artefacts, but as active signs — a 

condition that still resonates in their present display within the galleries of the Reina 

Sofía Museum in Madrid. By linking temporalities and spatialities in a form of 

reflective return — a mirroring in which one history becomes embedded within 

another — the pavilion-as-museum of 1937 comes to be incorporated into the 

museum-as-pavilion inaugurated in 1992, binding this ephemeral exhibition to the 

foundational narrative of the permanent collection of Spain’s  most  important  

museum  of  contemporary  art. What emerges is an exhibitionary palimpsest: a 

reconstruction that superimposes layers of archival material folded over the original 

display apparatus, to the extent that it recovers the building designed by the 

architects Luis Lacasa and Josep Lluís Sert as a model that resonates within the 

structure that now contains it. The visual message becomes diachronic with its own 

exhibitionary legacy, extending this echo to the exterior square, where the replica 
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of Alberto Sánchez’s sculpture El pueblo español tiene un camino que conduce a 

una estrella (The Spanish People Have a Path that Leads to a Star) now stands in 

front of the museum. This arrangement recalls the original pavilion, where 

visitors had to pass by the so-called “cactus,” affectionately named, a vertical 

emblem of the Castilian landscape. 

 

The resonances between exterior and interior, message and medium, are 

activated in the museum’s current gallery, which houses several of the photomontages 

and posters originally displayed on the exterior walls of the pavilion, thus reactivating 

the idea of performativity inscribed in the way in which those walls quite literally 

“spoke”. Conceived by Renau himself, together with his partner Manuela Ballester, 

these works generated a dispositif that above all reflected on the role of the artist and 

the social utility of art, while simultaneously incorporating within itself the entire 

content   of   the   exhibition:   the   exhibition-within-the-exhibition. This poetic 

“agitprop” commitment that structured the display, whilst also shaking it, connected 

the pavilion in real time with the walls of cities at war, which were then plastered with 

posters disseminating slogans and information aimed at workers’ organisation. In this 

way, visitors could move through the architecture of the exhibition space as though 

walking through the streets of a city and attending to its urban surfaces — an activity 

that distanced them from purely contemplative spectatorship and positioned their own 

bodies in relation to the fragile lives of other bodies.  

 

Placed on the same level as sculpture, painting, cinema or photography, 

photomontages and posters also responded to a new experimental vision of exhibition 

design: a kind of curatorial technology being tested during the rise of the great 

international exhibitions, which would in turn lay the foundations of the modern 

Western museum. Influenced by the Soviet avant-gardes and figures such as El 

Lissitzky, Herbert Bayer and Frederick Kiesler, but also by the Dadaist language 

developed by John Heartfield after the First World War as an aesthetic response to the 

ethical crises of the time. The “social function” of the poster as an artistic genre 

depended upon a transversal understanding of contemporary systems of publicity and 

communication, as well as of desire and mobilisation as forms of sensorial revolt. The 

skin of the pavilion was constantly transforming; posters were periodically replaced 

and at times functioned as a kind of large newspaper or live bulletin reporting on the 
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ongoing war in Spain. In doing so, they laid the groundwork for a new artistic-

political gaze within the struggle for cultural hegemony that was unfolding across 

Europe at that very moment. Day and night, summer and autumn, they 

remained affixed to the pavilion’s walls, with “eyes alert to the slightest tremor, to the 

deepest sense of reality”.4 

 

This sense of a certain mapping of the real coexisted with a series of 

spectral vanishing points, since the pavilion itself had been conceived as a 

performative artefact capable of revealing what was absent from it. Performance — 

understood here as an act of aesthetic resistance that summons the presence of bodies 

in the absence of other bodies — allowed the past to erupt into the present. This non-

sequential temporality also situated us within the sensory dimension from which to 

reflect upon the aesthetic-political conditions of the wartime context in which the 

pavilion was inscribed. The assassination of the poet Federico García Lorca prior 

to the inauguration of the pavilion became omnipresent through the installation in the 

pavilion’s central courtyard of a display case containing photographs of him, 

accompanied by an adjacent publication section that was regularly updated — much 

like the photomontages displayed on the exterior walls — thereby extending once 

again the informational machinery the pavilion had become: a museum of artworks 

that was now also a mausoleum of artists. This central courtyard, with the capacity to 

accommodate around five hundred people, had been conceived precisely as a space of 

collective intention — an agora for debate that would activate the exhibition through 

an extensive programme of film screenings curated by Luis Buñuel and a 

broad programme of performing arts. Films were screened here, theatre and dance 

performances staged, and poetry recitals held; yet above all it constituted a modest 

environment for informal gathering, where the trees already present on the site had 

been tacitly integrated into the architecture. Visitors would pass through the narrative 

structure of the pavilion by way of this courtyard, which effectively functioned as a 

curatorial statement, containing the conceptual premises later developed in the 

exhibition’s interior spaces: first in the opening gallery, where Joan Miró’s large 

mural (El payés catalán en revolución, or The Reaper) greeted visitors on the 

staircase, and then in the second space, from which the ramp leading out of the 

 
4 Renau, Josep, La función social del cartel, Valencia, 1976, p. 73. 
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exhibition began. 

 

Beyond its dialectical relation to the other works displayed in the pavilion, the 

poet’s absence also persisted throughout the programme of live arts, which included 

the recital of his poetry during events such as the pavilion’s inauguration. The 

Lorquian traces within the exhibition still await a new curatorial narrative capable of 

summoning them, perhaps because such performative practices were not yet 

institutionalised in the way they are today. Yet the first resonances of this absence 

soon began to arise. On 19th December 1937, at the Guild Theatre in New York, 

Martha Graham premiered Deep Song, a performance through which her bodily 

language — folding into the contractions of anguish and extending her hands in 

search of others that never appear — translated Lorca’s Poema del Cante Jondo into 

movement. Even the costume, conceived in atemporal terms of archive and Guernican 

memory, extends black-and-white lines that reveal nothing beyond the body of the 

performer, who in turn evokes, without return, other bodies. What does it mean to 

exhibit (oneself) in wartime? What does it mean to stage exhibitions in times of 

emergency? 

 

 The International Exposition as a whole was conceived as a vast performative 

space in which the exhibition functioned as a stage, architecture as language, and 

France as the actor presenting itself as the great civilising nation. Theatre 

performances, film screenings, lighting spectacles, fireworks and a wide array of 

events followed one another throughout the site, all announced daily through its 

loudspeaker system. The Exposition must also be understood here as a monument in 

its etymological sense — “a means of remembering” — while the architecture of 

the exhibition pavilions, though ephemeral (or perhaps precisely because of their 

ephemerality), constituted a direct ideological representation of their political 

mission. The very arrangement of the pavilions within the grounds formed an arena 

of symbolic, ideological and artistic dispute, whose greatest paradox was already 

visible at the entrance to the site, where the crisis that would erupt into war only a 

few years later seemed almost anticipated. The German pavilion stood opposite the 

Soviet one, crowned by a sculpture of two workers striding forward. Stalking one 

another in their technological  rivalry,  and  through  the  display  of  the  
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monumental state power embodied by the pavilions themselves, the Nazi 

architect Albert Speer spied on the construction of the Soviet pavilion and, in 

response, decided to place a large vigilant eagle at the top of his building in order to 

assert his position still further. Completing this triangulation of future history, the 

theatricality of the scene was reinforced by the Italian pavilion, designed in an 

imperial Roman style and adorned with an equestrian sculpture that harmonised 

unmistakably with the aesthetic of the German pavilion. 

 

 In the case of the Spanish Republican Pavilion, the understanding of 

monumentality was articulated horizontally, in contrast to the verticality 

of its neighbours. The initial impression produced by the exterior posters 

corresponded to the rationalist vision promoted by the pavilion’s chief architect, 

Luis Lacasa, while the interior courtyard formed an open and luminous space 

derived from a study of Mediterranean vernacular architecture, undertaken by the 

pavilion’s other architect, Josep Lluís Sert, in dialogue with certain principles 

associated with Le Corbusier. Following the curatorial committee’s strategy of 

seeking international alliances for the Republican cause, the courtyard brought 

together, in a kind of open-air display, works by some of the most internationally 

recognised avant-garde artists, including Alexander Calder — the only foreign 

artist, whose participation circumvented the exhibition’s rules concerning national 

representation — Alberto Sánchez, Julio González and, of course, Pablo Picasso5, 

with Guernica integrated into the architecture as its conceptual cornerstone. 

  

 “I — and I alone — am the only true Spanish Communist painter in Paris, not 

Picasso,” Salvador Dalí had proclaimed months before the exhibition in Josep 

Renau’s Paris office, pointing skywards with his index finger while demanding a 

wall opposite Guernica of the same dimensions. Renau, unable to grasp the 

performativity of the artist, recounts this confrontation in his memoirs6. Yet, if  we 

allow ourselves a tempting speculative exercise, we might imagine that this 

 
5 For a complete catalogue of the artworks exhibited see Alix, Josefina. Pabellón español: Exposición 

Internacional de París, 1937. Ministerio de Cultura, 1987. 
6 See Renau, Josep, “Albures y cuitas con el Guernica y su madre”, Cimal: Cuadernos de Cultura 

Artística, nº13, Valencia, 1982, pp. 20-27. 
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courtyard could also have hosted a work by Dalí, had he been included in the 

curatorial project7. The intimate relationship that had once bound him to Lorca 

makes it not entirely implausible to imagine that he might have been working on a 

piece conceived as a Dalinian homage to the poet. In Lorca’s own homage to Dalí 

he wrote: “A longing for form and limits overcomes us. / The man who measures 

with the yellow meter arrives. / Venus is a white still life, / and the collectors of 

butterflies flee.”8 Perhaps, in this courtyard — and paradoxically on the very wall 

where the display case dedicated to Lorca was ultimately placed, the one Dalí 

unknowingly had claimed for his own — we might have encountered something 

akin to Dream of Venus, which he presented independently at the New York 

World’s Fair two years later, in 1939. That exhibition, entitled “The World of 

Tomorrow”, did not include a Spanish pavilion, as the world of tomorrow had 

already begun to lead Spain’s contemporary artists into exile9. 

 

 The archivist’s hands dart from the computer keyboard to the spines of the 

books, swiftly placing before me what seems to be hundreds of documents. Her index 

finger, restless, points to a couple that were not on my list before rejoining the rest of 

the hand to answer the ringing telephone: “Pabellón de la República, buenos 

días”. The CRAI Archive, part of the bibliographic and documentary heritage of the 

University of Barcelona, houses the current Library of the Pavilion of the Republic, 

the most important documentary collection in terms of uncovering the many facets of 

the exhibition to which this text refers. The limited historical documentation that 

survived the dismantling of the original pavilion makes only sparse reference to the 

existence of a bookshop; yet it was undoubtedly an important device within the 

propagandistic work carried out on the site. Here, visitors could obtain information 

 
7 For a deep analysis of this encounter see Cabañas Bravo, Miguel. “Renau y el pabellón español de 1937 

en París, con Picasso y sin Dalí.” Josep Renau, 1907-1982: compromis i cultura = compromiso y cultura, 

editado por Jordi Ballester i Gibert, Generalitat Valenciana, 2008, pp. 140–169. 
8  García Lorca, Federico, Collected Poems. Translated by Christopher Maurer, Farrar, Straus and 

Giroux, 1991. 
9 Although the Spanish Republic had initially planned a pavilion for the 1939 New York World's Fair, 

the project was ultimately abandoned following the outcome of the Spanish Civil War. See Murga 

Castro, Idoia, “El pabellón español de 1939: un proyecto frustrado para la Exposición Internacional de 

Nueva York.” Archivo Español de Arte, vol. 83, no. 331, 2010, pp. 259–272. 
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and purchase copies of works such as Picasso’s print Sueño y mentira de Franco 

(Dream and Lie of Franco), a visual parody of insurgent propaganda, or Joan Miró’s 

Aidez l’Espagne, along with books and newspapers intended to raise funds for the 

Republican cause. These infinite and fragmentary combinations of the archive also 

appear condensed within the museal apparatus of the Reina Sofía Museum in its 

permanent display dedicated to the pavilion, where documentary materials function as 

key curatorial elements in the act of remembrance today. Paradoxically — as is still 

the case today — the library service of the Pavilion was primarily run by women: 

Ramona Longás, Marie Alonso and Carmen García Antón. Their work also 

included tasks that we might now describe as forms of “mediation”, as the 

curatorial committee sought to include experts capable of countering public 

accusations regarding the Republican destruction of cultural heritage. Carmen García 

Antón herself, also a notable actress with La Barraca, (the itinerant university theatre 

company founded by Lorca) recounts in her memoirs how the pavilion was also 

capable of becoming a space of affection, where she would meet her future partner, 

the scenographer Gori Muñoz. Perhaps the history of exhibitions is also written 

in this way too — passed from one set of hands to another, as we share books, 

documents, and affections which root the artistic act in life and endure beyond the 

ecosystem that gave rise to them. 

 

 The present library is housed within a full-scale replica of the 1937 Spanish 

Republican Pavilion: an architectural ruin reconstructed in 1992 for the Barcelona 

Olympic Games, this time functioning as a performative platform of urban rebranding 

intended to reinforce the narrative of modernisation of a country which, in theory, had 

left dictatorship behind and was now open to the world. The historical and curatorial 

weight explored throughout this text appears strangely deflated at the threshold of the 

building. No narrative immediately moves us, for the ecosystem that once sustained it 

is no longer present. Ominously, all that remains is a reproduction of Guernica in a 

neglected courtyard, de-auratised and stripped of any reference to the wider 

constellation of works that once structured the pavilion. Here, the solitary presence of 

the mural merely serves to underscore the power that once resided in the full 

deployment of the display. Through its omissions and additions, the reconstruction of 

the pavilion, far from recovering the lost building, mutilates both container and 

content, and once again poses the question that made it necessary — and that this text 
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seeks to recover: what can an exhibition (not) do when history enters a state of 

emergency? 

 

 In this spiralling journey, the 1937 pavilion may thus be interpreted as a 

curatorial device operating under very specific conditions of peril. Contemporary 

cultural initiatives that seek to safeguard heritage in situations of emergency and 

genocide — while also highlighting how this heritage is embedded within particular 

power structures — continue this same logic today. As a  clear embodiment of the  

Arabic concept of sumoud صمود or “steadfastness”, initiatives such as The 

Palestinian Museum, with its preservation programmes in Gaza, the Institute for 

Palestine Studies with its library, or even Teja Network of Cultural Spaces in 

Support of Emergency Situations and its activations, remind us of the urgency of 

curatorial intervention in the face of oblivion and violence, and the need to 

understand the emergency through cultural work. Similarly, artistic networks such as 

the Art Not Genocide Alliance, formed in response to the geopolitical 

instrumentalisation of major cultural platforms such as the Venice Biennale, 

demonstrate the extent to which the artistic field remains a site of symbolic struggle. 

Far from being neutral devices, exhibitions continue to operate as ideological 

infrastructures capable of both concealing conflicts and making them visible. If 

artistic imagination, as Martha Rosler wrote, continues to dream of historical action, 

engaging with these initiatives today means recognising how curatorial devices can 

mutate and reappear under new conditions of social concerns. In this sense, the 1937 

Republican Pavilion still functions as an infinite archive of strategies for thinking 

how cultural practice might intervene when history enters a state of emergency, and 

not after the emergency, which could so easily be turned into a curatorial fetish that 

strolls calmly through the exhibition space, its hands folded behind its back. 
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