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There’s nothing like a reference to death to provoke the silence required for artistic contemplation. 

Placed at the very beginning of the exhibition, Silence I sets the perfect mood for the Carmen Calvo 

retrospective at Madrid’s Sala Alcalá 31. We find ourselves before a series of tombstones leaning 

against a wall. Above them hangs a rain of knives pointing earthwards. But the composition does not 

speak of the bloody side of death, or only very remotely so. The fact that all the pieces are made of 

plaster mutes the knives’ threat. The deaths represented by each of the tombstones are silent deaths, 

deaths without violence, deprived of the suffering that caused them, buried under the weight of time. 

It is metaphor of time’s anesthetising effect on even the most painful of events. The empathy this 

piece arouses in us is therefore similar to the one we feel when looking at a monument in honour of 

the fallen in a war that occurred two hundred years ago. 

 

Throughout her career, Carmen Calvo (Valencia, 1950) has shifted easily from the minimal to the 

crowded, from silence to cacophony. Around the same time she was making her composition with 

tombstones and knives she was planning Conversation, with which she represented Spain at the 1997 

Venice Biennale. Conversation does not hang from a wall nor does it rest on a pedestal – it is itself a 

whole room, on which we look after drawing back a curtain. Between fascination and horror, we find 

ourselves before a claustrophobic accumulation of common objects: small human figures, gloves, eyes, 

hair, crates, objects made of plaster. As in a recreation of eighteenth-century conversation pieces, the 

viewer feels like an intruder, the cause behind the momentary silence of the scene. Unlike the gallant 

pictures of the past, though, where the characters showed themselves in civilised conversation, Calvo’s 

seems chaotic, pure noise. As soon as we put the curtain back in its place, we can imagine the 

hundreds of objects exploding in violent chatter – an infinite chatter, as the mirrors that cover the 

walls seem to indicate, multiplying the voices endlessly. 

 

As with the Surrealist art of which she is in part an heiress, Carmen Calvo’s works aim to unsettle the 

viewer, sometimes violently. They are, nonetheless, far from being jokes or mere provocations in the 

form of ready-mades. They neither look for intelligent play of words in the style of a Joan Brossa, with 

whom Calvo shared the Spanish pavilion at the aforementioned Biennale. One is sure that these 

extravagant combinations of objects find their source in the darkest corners of the subconscious. Like 

in the best Surrealism, these works are able to speak to the minds of the anonymous viewer. Here, one 

understands the multiplying power of art. 

http://uncuadrounasilla.wordpress.com/
http://www.carmencalvo.es/archivo/silencio
http://www.carmencalvo.es/archivo/una_conversacion-120
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conversation_piece
http://www.fundaciojoanbrossa.cat/obraDest.php?idmenu=3&menu2=7&submenu=9&id=71


 

 

The works of Carmen Calvo rarely provoke laughter or 

horrified cries, rather a deep and perplexed silence. 

There is often a vague sense of menace, of latent 

violence, and the less explicit the latter is, the stronger 

the works become. In some of the best, we see a 

coexistence of opposite emotions. In Demesurada, which 

consists of a white dress from within which an endless 

number of wormlike fingers emerge, there is an 

unnerving cross between erotic pleasure and rape. The 

desk that forms The Angel of the Singular presents itself 

as a three-dimensional image of someone’s 

subconscious; where, underneath the surface of 

respectability, shameful desires show themselves in the 

form of objects: a gun inside a suitcase, broken glass, 

instruments of physical torment, erotic drawings. 

Carmen Calvo likes half-open draws and cupboards 

which reveal secrets which the viewer struggles to 

understand. Great artists always suggest, never impose. 

It is the task of the spectator to make sense of the clues. 

 

The dedication Alfonso de la Torre has put into his 

selection of the works on show at the current exhibition seems as careful as the artist’s when creating 

them. In the works of Carmen Calvo, form and content are inseparable. It might surprise to hear her 

invariably define herself as a painter when her work is so full of objects and photographs. But as soon 

as we look at them carefully, we see constant references to the history of painting in her works. Her 

impressive compositions of objects pinned to black backgrounds share the austerity of Zurbarán and 

Sánchez Cotán’s still lifes and the clean monumentality of Saura’s imaginary portraits. In her shelves 

full of objects made of plaster it is impossible not to be reminded of Morandi. 

 

It is curious to see how the works Calvo puts in showcases possess both an air of mystery and 

objectivity. In them we see all sorts of objects or pieces of varied materials. Calvo places them as an 

entomologist or an archaeologist would, classifying them according to class and size. The difference 

lies in the fact that Carmen Calvo’s classifications lack any visible logic. Hers is the illogical logic of the 

subconscious, a contradiction in terms: a chaotic content which, placed behind a glass, suddenly 

acquires the solemnity of an absolute truth, of the kind certified in museums. It is precisely in the 

fictional imitation of scientific classification where these works affirm themselves as art.  

 

The art of Carmen Calvo claims its independence both from the real world and pure fiction. Working 

within a popular tendency in recent times, there are artists who imitate the archival processes of the 

social sciences so well that they themselves become sociologists. On the other extreme, there are 

those who remain alien to the world around them to the extent that only they can read their work. 

Carmen Calvo has always kept a distance between both these temptations. The art that matters finds 

itself half-way between truth and falseness, between recognition and mystery. 

 

Carmen Calvo. Everything comes from Unreason (1969-2016). Sala Alcalá 31. Alcalá, 31. Madrid. Until 

29 January. 

El gran teatro del mundo, 1998. Mixed media, 
collage, cork, 200 x 140 cm. 

https://www.museodelprado.es/en/the-collection/art-work/still-life-with-vessels/bdd71dfb-cde5-440e-87a2-48d8c64060dd
http://www.sdmart.org/art/quince-cabbage-melon-and-cucumber
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/collection/artwork/retrato-imaginario-felipe-ii-imaginary-portrait-phillip-ii
https://www.google.es/search?q=giorgio+morandi&espv=2&biw=1366&bih=638&site=webhp&source=lnms&tbm=isch&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjGhNLUk-PQAhXE2hoKHbvzCDYQ_AUIBigB
http://www.madrid.org/cs/Satellite?c=CM_InfPractica_FA&cid=1354615015795&idConsejeria=1109266187224&idListConsj=1109265444710&idOrganismo=1109266228361&language=es&pagename=ComunidadMadrid%2FEstructura&sm=1109170600517

