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This paper focuses on the Spanish artistic and intellectual vanguard during the 1920s and 1930s, up to the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War (1936). It analyzes the role played by the Madrilenian avantgarde in the construction and reshaping of antagonistic aesthetic, socio-political and national identities that were at stake in Spain in those crucial decades. Whereas the extensive literature on this period has focused on political history, Spanish social and labor history, and the history of Spanish Fascism, this study approaches this complex period from a different perspective, one which focuses on the realm of aesthetics and its intricate links with both politics and processes of identity formation. By focusing on three key figures that illustrate different paradigmatic types within the Madrilenian cultural elite, Ramón Gómez de la Serna, the ultimate Spanish modernist; Ernesto Giménez Caballero, the first Fascist ideologue in Spain, and Rafael Alberti, the poet of the popular and proletarian sectors, this study aims to clarify the role played by the artistic and intellectual vanguards in articulating the central axes that would later polarize Spanish society into mutually exclusive projects and ideologies (authoritarianism/democracy, Catholic/secular, centralist/regionalist, bourgeois/ proletarian). A comparative study of their artistic and socio-political trajectories, their writings and cultural activism will reveal the articulation of alternative paths suggested by the Madrilenian vanguard in its quest for a modern Spanish identity. 

On this occasion, the presentation will center on Rafael Alberti, initially identified with the “1927 generation” of Spanish poets (García Lorca, Guillén, Salinas) who proposed a reevaluation and modernization of Spanish oral and written popular poetry. In Alberti’s case, he experienced a deep radicalization towards the end of the Primo de Rivera dictatorship. His deviation from aesthetic aloofness to a more political stance made him nurture a popular left-wing consciousness, committed to a revolutionary Marxism that transformed him into one of the leading authors of the new teatro de revolución, propaganda y agitación. Alberti’s publication of the leftist vanguard journal Octubre: Artistas y Escritores Revolucionarios (1933-1934), inspired by proletarian themes and culture, turned him into one of the new committed voices of the Spanish Left. His artistic and political activities helped articulate a popular/proletarian alternative that placed el pueblo (the people) as the major protagonist of  Spain’s history and future. The study of Alberti’s discourse and cultural praxis will reveal the manner in which he articulated the notions of “the People”, "Spain", "Spanishness", "Modernity", “Vanguardism”, “Art and Aesthetics.” As such, they provide a central point of reference for approaching the debate over a viable modern Spanish identity presented by paradigmatic figures of Spanish vanguardism. Likewise, the articulation of these notions provides a possible measuring rod to apprehend the extent to which Madrid’s avant-garde elites presented a modernizing, a traditional, a reactionary, a peripheral and/or ultimately, an idiosyncratic Spanish response to the challenges of Modernity that Spain was facing.

