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Most of the times one reads an article or watches a television series about the Spanish transition to 

democracy, there will probably be a reference somewhere to a leap from a country in black and white 

to one in full colour. For those of us who had not yet been born, it is a strong metaphor that conveys 

the idea of what it must have been like to witness the arrival of civil liberties in first person. I admit, 

though, that by now this idea has become a cliché, I don’t know if by means of repetition or because of 

a secret envy I feel for not having been present in what was probably the only moment of genuine civil 

fraternity in the history of this country. Besides, in my imagination, the stiff image of Franco’s Spain is 

not in black in white, but rather in sepia. Photographs in sepia have an ancient air from the moment 

they are born, as if the photographic process in the laboratory had not only fixed the image, but also 

the weight of years, which has made it dusty ahead of time. 

 

The images of Carmen Calvo (Valencia, 1950) that most impress me come from that same remote past 

in which, nonetheless, most of the people I feel affection for once lived. I began writing this text with 

the word “sepia” constantly in mind, but when I have gone back to look at Calvo’s images on her 

website I have found that hardly any of the photographs she uses as a background for her collages use 

that tone. This week I visited a collective exhibition of Spanish art at Madrid’s Fernández-Braso gallery, 

and what I spent most time looking at were two large manipulated photographs by Carmen Calvo. In 

my mind, they were both fixed in sepia, but it turns out they were in black and white. The distortion of 

my memory was probably due to the fact that these works arouse the somewhat unnerving and 

oppressive character images in sepia possess for me. 

 

One of the photographs at Fernández-Braso was of a wedded couple clumsily posing in the middle of a 

street; the man has black hair, a moustache  and short legs, the woman bears a mantilla and holds a 

fan. Apart from painting the wall in the background in a yellow-brownish tone, Carmen Calvo has 

placed a black piece of rope over the photograph. The rope, which distils an ecclesiastic air, binds both 

figures as if it were a more explicit seal of matrimony. The people who speak to me of those distant 

years frequently speak of religion, of the omnipresence of the crucifix which Félix de Azúa describes in 

Autobiografía sin vida. They speak to me of the burden of guilt, of a moral suffocation which could 

condition domestic life. I look at Carmen Calvo’s image, where the black rope surrounds both heads, 

and it suddenly reveals a macabre similarity to a game of hangman. 

 

http://uncuadrounasilla.wordpress.com/
http://www.carmencalvo.es/lang/en
http://www.galeriafernandez-braso.com/html/ingles/index.html
http://artefeneon.blogspot.com.es/2012/11/el-rio-seco-de-las-imagenes.html


 

 

I don’t know how much these images owe to Carmen Calvo’s personal memory, but in many of them I 

see certain rage in her treatment of the subject, a rage which seems to hail from an ancient bitterness. 

In the sinister image of a nun, for example, whose face has been painted over in black, as if she were 

wearing a balaclava, I see more than a mere Surrealist blasphemy. In another, we see a bust of well-

presented man –a gift for his fiancée, perhaps– over whose face Calvo has placed a red mask intended 

for sadomasochistic games, a personal and brutal transition from the black and white of the 

dictatorship to the colourful sexual freedom of democracy. Innocent motifs become violent and 

unnerving in the works of Carmen Calvo. What subject is more traditionally charming in Spain than 

children’s first communions? In Poetry Is Elsewhere, we are shown a girl in communion, dressed in 

white, kneeling and with a rosary in her hands. We do not see her face because it has been covered by 

a jumble of sharp pins. It was the first of Carmen Calvo’s images I saw, and it remains the most 

disturbing. Mistakenly, I remembered it as being in sepia. It might as well. 

 

 

 
Poetry Is Elsewhere, 2008. Mixed media, collage, photograph, 100 x 80 cm. 

http://www.carmencalvo.es/obra/no_es_lo_que_parece
http://www.carmencalvo.es/obra/estas_enamorado_alquilado_hasta_agosto
http://www.carmencalvo.es/obra/estas_enamorado_alquilado_hasta_agosto

