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Romanticism is, in many ways, our default frame of mind. However we try to deny it, our words and 

actions give us away. How many times have we heard people (or ourselves) fantasising with a simpler 

reality, free of the ties of the modern world, longing for some kind of Rousseau-like primitivism. The 

idea of the bon sauvage lies beneath many of the remarks made by tourists returning from a trip to 

southeast Asia, envying the supposed quality of life of its inhabitants despite their poverty, speaking of 

how happy they are in spite of the little they possess, of the laughter of children in shabby clothes 

waving hello from the side of rural roads. This kind of envy is often applied to art, to African music or 

Andean embroidering, artistic expressions we imagine purer and more authentic. The noble desire of 

broadening aesthetic borders beyond the Western canon, first envisaged in the late-eighteenth 

century and democratised in the twentieth, can become a victim of its own success. Admiration 

frequently borders on patronizing. 

 

The idealisation of childhood also belongs to this romantic trend. I am referring not to each of our 

particular childhoods, which almost all of us remember tenderly, but to the idea of childhood itself. In 

many senses, its aura is similar to that of primitivism, to the longing for what is unrecoverable: 

innocence, purity, freedom of spirit. Today, the ode to infancy has reached a point of over-sweet 

saturation, but in the early twentieth century it was still fresh and served many great artists as a 

source of inspiration: Klee, Miró, Torres-García, Calder. Through repetition, the originality of that 

voluntarily naïve approach to art has greatly diminished, but one can still find artists capable of 

producing true art inspired by the innocence of children. One of them is Liliana Porter (Buenos Aires, 

1941), whose recent works can be seen until next month at Madrid’s Espacio Mínimo gallery. 

 

Her works arouse uncertainty but also an instinctive tenderness. The figures that inhabit them, minute 

in the immensity of white canvases, present themselves in the midst of what look like natural 

catastrophes and car accidents: the thick areas of black paint she often applies look like large leaks of 

fuel. It all seems like a game. I can think of no better word to describe these canvases which are not 

paintings despite being partially covered in paint, which are neither sculptures and that we can only 

unsatisfactorily call assemblages. These canvases are stages in the most literal sense. The tiny plastic 

men and objects, stuck directly to the surface, lead one to think that whatever is going on is taking 

place right there and then. 
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When we take a close look at these works, we can have the impression that what we are looking at is a 

child’s game which has been interrupted when the time has come to go to school or he or she has 

been called to dinner. The complete disregard for proportion emphasises this. It doesn’t matter if 

there are chairs that are larger than people, or people who are larger than cars. In order to represent 

the sea one merely needs a few splatters of violet paint, and to represent a road one need only to 

draw it with a pencil. None of these things matter when it comes to playing, and in this children act like 

artists. In one of Liliana Porter’s pieces, we see one of those little plastic men sitting on top of a canvas, 

perhaps waiting to be summoned into action. 

 

On one of the gallery’s walls there is a shelf where we can find around a dozen random objects which 

form an extravagant collection. There a pieces of porcelain, a toy soldier, a bottle in the form of a bird, 

a container for drinking mate with the face of Che Guevara painted on it. It could well be a child’s 

private treasure, one that has been gathered with the sole greedy desire for strange objects. But there 

is also something that relates this piece to the Surrealists’ interest in bringing unrelated objects 

together, finding surprising relationships between them in the process. Come to think of it, we all have 

our own particular bazaar at home with which we could obtain compositions as surrealist at this. With 

hers, Liliana Porter also makes films. 

 

Breaking News, which is the title of her most recent one, presents itself in the form of a news 

programme. Porter presents the different sections – international news, culture, sport, science, health 

– and in each one it is porcelain figures or toys that act as the protagonists of the news. Just like a 

child, Liliana Porter needs only to take what she has around her to recreate the world. I now come to 

think that the news are very similar to the miniature worlds children make up. With their division of 

reality, the news try to make sense of the world. The same as science, the same as history, as art. The 

title of Liliana Porter’s video is, in truth, ironic. It is so because her news programme is always the 

same. The only thing it remotely resembles is those 24 hour channels where new information only very 

slowly substitutes the old. What Liliana Porter seems to be saying through her video in repeat mode is 

that the news have really always been the same since the dawn of history. 

 

It is in this video that I begin to see the adult Liliana coming into focus. The irony of the section entitled 

‘Religion’ distances her from childlike innocence. In it we see a plastic replica of the Christ of 

Corcovado which begins to shine in different tones of loud colours, a crude souvenir from a trip to 

Brazil. After this, a pair of hands use a strip of tape to close a cardboard box – the tape is decorated 

with a stream of Warhol-like faces of Jesus. The ‘International News’ section, in turn, is a succession of 

blurry but distinguishable images of war planes, tanks and explosions. 

 

After viewing the video, I see Liliana Porter’s canvases with new eyes. In some of them I see a 

melancholy shadow appear which denies an entirely humorous interpretation. In Untitled at Sea III 

there are five canvases of different sizes stuck to one another, creating a horizontal composition. At 

the base of one of them we find a toy ship painted resting on a small shelf. On one of the canvases we 

find a stain of paint which resembles the muddy consequences of a flooding, sprinkled with objects 

carried by the current. If one looks long enough, they will spot two tiny details which seem to 

complete the work’s meaning. On top of one of the canvases we find  a tiny toy soldier, gun in hand, 

running god knows where; on another shelf, to the left of the ship, a man in a suit carrying a suitcase 

walks absorbed, like if he were about to leave the piece. It seems like an afterword to Liliana Porter’s 

Breaking News. Confronted with the great commotions of the world, we can adopt two attitudes: the 

one of the soldier, who runs into action wilfully yet not quite sure where, and of those who, out of 



 

 

ignorance or choice, look elsewhere and continue walking, suitcase in hand, going on about our 

everyday business. 

 

Liliana Porter. Actualidades/Breaking News. Galería Espacio Mínimo. Doctor Fourquet, 17. Madrid. 

Until 12 November. 

 

 
A detail of Untitled at Sea III (2016). 
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