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A table. Around it, nine chairs in disarray. 

Nine of the chairs are the same and one is different. All are made of wood. The 
different one is standing at the place at the table where the occupant can fit his 
legs under it. This chair presides the encounter. The rest are standing around 
the table, which is also made of wood.

The table is too small for so many chairs. There are too few chairs for so many 
people.

This is 1930. Fifteen political representatives of the Republican opposition 
and parties known as Catalanistas are meeting here. In spite of their 
ideological differences, all of them are aiming for the same thing: to end 
the reign of Alfonso XIII and found the Second Republic. The meeting is 
clandestine and no minutes are taken.

Fifteen men, with their men’s bodies, in their men’s suits, are meeting to 
decide the future. The meeting is said to have been held at the Hotel Londres, 
by the La Concha beach. Men, by the sea, at the Hotel Londres, at the Hotel. 
Or, they say, it was held at the Headquarters of the Republican Union, the 
bride, the Republic, at No. 4, Garibai Street, known for its icecream parlours. 
The Hotel Londres and the Republican Union Headquarters, three hundred 
metres away from one another. It’s August 17, 1930, summer in San Sebastián. 
Fifteen men on fifteen chairs, plus one, for the president. Fifteen men’s bodies, 
seated around the small table, their knees pressing against its legs.
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Here, the future is decided. And here is the only proof of it. A table and nine 
recently abandoned chairs, still warm. All that remains is their temperature, 
smell, texture. The property of a body which has been separated but still 
remains in spite of its absence. The anonymous photographer has arrived late 
for the meeting. Here the future is decided. The future, they decide, will have 
the body of a woman.

“All those men around the idea of a woman, trying to undress her,” Pedro 
G. Romero says to me, “like Duchamp’s The Bride Stripped Bare by her 
Bachelors. La Mariée is Marianne, Isabel,” he insists; “she’s the Republic.”

Allegorically, the Republic is represented by a woman holding up a laurel 
branch. But what is her name, what are her concerns, what is her height, her 
volume, who is she.
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Ricardo Verde Rubio painted two almost identical pictures of the allegory of 
the Republic.

He made the first painting, Espanya (Spain) in 1937, one year after the end of 
the Second Republic.

The second one, Espanya victoria (España/República/Libertad/Justicia) 
Victory Spain (Spain/Republic/Freedom/Justice) in 1939, the final year of the 
Civil War.

The first painting is modelled on a naked woman’s body, a model who poses for 
the painter.

The second copies the female silhouette from the first painting. 

The first is a bodily representation whose figure holds the trace of a presence.

In the second painting, the body is paint itself, laid there in an instant, in a 
movement of the painter’s hand.

When placed in front of each other, the paintings reflect one another as 
in a mirror. They are almost the same. They seem to be based on the same 
composition, but the first painting acts as a premonition of the second because 
of the two hands, or claws, visible in the bottom left of the painting. These two 
claws announce that something will be rent apart; body from image, figure from 
background, leaving a completely flat surface. 
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Marta Serra, a conservator at the National Art Museum of Catalonia, where 
the two paintings are held, sent me these images. They show a male silhouette 
revealed by an x-ray of the original painting, Espanya 1937.

The female and male fi gure are joined together at the torso. Their arms dance.

Holding one another, making each other move.

She covers him, conceals him. He holds her up, reveals her.

She is no longer there, she is merely an appearance. In her place he proclaims 
himself, feminized, a transvestite.
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A sixteen-year-old teenager marches down the streets of Vitoria-Gasteiz on 
the anniversary of the declaration of the Second Republic. It is April 14, 1932. 
She is in the middle carriage of the parade.

The city mayor, Teodoro González de Zárate, notices the young woman’s face 
and asks her father’s consent for her to pose for the painter Ignacio Díaz Ruíz 
de Olano, whom the mayor has commissioned to paint the allegory of The 
Republic.

In this painting, she is NOT holding up a laurel branch, but a sword stuck into 
the ground. In her other hand is a book of The Constitution.

On her right, an everyday scene of a mother feeding and caring for her 
children. The mother is leaning forward and looking into her son’s face. It is a 
reproduction of life.

On her left, a group of men are working hard. It is a representation of progress.
January 2015. Idoia Zabaleta and I were searching for Blanca Quintana who, 
at 99 years old, is living in Vitoria-Gasteiz and still fears being recognized as 
the model for the painting when she goes out into the street. As the person she 
was, a woman from the provinces who became an allegorical representation, a 
collective idea.

When I look at Díaz Olano’s painting, I look for Blanca, and I try to imagine 
the time when she stopped, her hours or days, to pose for the painter. A time of 
transformation when she turned from being One into being All Women.

4

Wrap,History and Syncope



9

The Bride Stripped Bare by her Bachelors, or The Large Glass is a well-known 
work by Marcel Duchamp, made between 1915 and 1923.

3 December 1931. In the Teatro Español in Madrid, Manuel Azaña (president 
of the provisional government of the Second Republic) gave the first medal 
ever given by the Republic to an artist. This was Antonia Mercé y Luque, 
“La Argentina” (1890-1936), a dancer and choreographer known all over the 
world. Dressed in white, with closed fists, Antonia, the living bride, received 
the medal and becomes a cultural symbol. La Argentina, the green-eyed 
dancer, smiles.
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8 July 1936. La Argentina is in San Sebastián, at the Salón Novedades in 
Garibai Street, about three hundred metres away from the Republican Union 
headquarters, the place where the future was decided fifty years before.

In the photograph, she stands, smiling, next to Luis Galvé, her pianist, and 
Robert Ochs, her partner. The three of them are coming out of the theatre. 

A brief note in Father Donostia’s diary shows that at noon that day La 
Argentina had gone to an exhibition of Basque dances in her honour at the 
Salón Novedades. Luis Galvé, who knew that the dancer was wanting to bring 
movements from Basque folklore into her new work, asked Father Donostia to 
organize the event.

Some hours later, at Villa Miraflores, Bayonne, where she was staying, La 
Argentina fainted and collapsed onto a sofa. Her sudden death occurred on 
hearing the news of the Francoist military uprising against the Republican 
Government. She was 46 years old. Robert Ochs wrote to Father Donostia a 
year later telling him about the night. The military coup was the end of an era 
of promises, and the beginning of the impending Civil War.

La Argentina’s death that night is significant. The threat of War brought about 
a physical convulsion in the dancer, who embodied not only the allegory of the 
Republic, but also dance itself as a language able to revive the movements and 
experiences of other bodies. 

Her death materializes a syncope, a break in historical time, a gathering of 
collective pain in the dancer’s singular body.
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The bodily and historical syncope, as a rhythmical, measured, compassionate 
movement, can be read using the concept of the syncope, introduced by the 
surgeon Henri de Mondeville in the 16th century, as a compassionate human 
mechanism, or “the way in which the body distributes heat and fluid in 
moments of crisis.”

Whenever an organ in the body starts to malfunction, other organs will start 
working to cover its functions and maintain the body’s equilibrium for a 
limited amount of time.

The syncope was not a convulsion undergone by La Argentina’s individual 
body, or, at least, not by her body alone. It wracked history itself. History was 
rent and its course altered, inserted into syncopated time.

And like the Cheshire Cat in Alice in Wonderland, La Argentina vanished, and 
her smile was left floating in the air.
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In Admiring La Argentina, Kazuo Ohno seems to be searching for the presence 
of Antonia Mercé. 

His hands anticipate his body’s jerky movement, conjugating the memory 
of La Argentina and her castanets with the need to touch emptiness. Kazuo 
Ohno had watched the dancer perform at the Tokyo Imperial Theatre, invited 
by his teachers at the Japan Athletic College. Seeing her made such a deep 
impression on him that he decided to dedicate his life to dance. Forty-eight 
years later, in 1977, the 72-year-old Kazuo Ohno revived the memory. Under 
Hijikata’s direction, he danced his well-known solo Admiring La Argentina.

Ohno’s dance reaffirms the idea that dance always dances other bodies; as 
historian George Didi-Huberman says in The Dancer of Solitudes, even if the 
dancer “dances alone or dances, as they say, a solo”, the dance will contain a 
“companionable solitude, that is, a complex one, rich with images, dreams, 
phantoms, memories.”

Antonia Mercé’s singular convulsion in 1936 and Kazuo Ohno’s dance in 1977 
may be understood as symbolical reflections of a spasmic shock to history. 
They work as syncopated movement, challenging chronology, as geysers, 
potentialities of other possible forms of life.
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In the middle of the space are stands dividing it into two areas. These stands 
are also divided into two, with one side curving to the right and the other to the 
left, leaving a small gap where one can pass through the middle. On entering 
the space the stands and the seating on them face the other way and block 
your view of almost the entire area, except for the space in the middle which 
is empty and just wide enough for a body to pass through. Through this gap, at 
the back of the room, you can see the painting of The Republic whose model 
was Blanca Quintana. In front of the painting is a pedestal, lit up to show the 
death mask of Antonia Mercé, La Argentina. From this side of the stands you 
cannot see the mask, as the pedestal is also facing away from you. In order 
to see the mask you have to walk through the stands and continue for a few 
metres until your body is standing between the pedestal and the painting. 
Standing with your back to the painting, you have to lean slightly forward 
to see her face. And from there, the empty stands stare at you. You’re centre 
stage and it is your face that is staring at you. When there is nobody there, 
La Argentina’s mask stares into the face of Blanca Quintana. Or perhaps it is 
Blanca who leans over Antonia in a scene that is also a reproduction of life and 
progress. 

“But there’s an important detail,” insists Iñaki San Saturnino, Blanca’s son, 
“which is that only my mother’s face (which is clearly recognisable) and one of 
her hands are there.”

The Republic is a chimerical body made of many bodies. Faceless, handless, the 
bride’s body holds up history.

The face and body are disconnected from the body that joins them together.
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Antonia Mercé’s death mask is exhibited on the second floor of the Basque 
Museum, Bayonne, a 17th century building alongside the Nive River.

The mould for the mask was made in the hours following her death.

On the 15 March I journeyed to Bayonne to see the mask with Camila Téllez, 
whom I asked to take some photographs. We were left alone with the mask and 
a pair of gloves. The light was too dim and we opened the window and held the 
mask outside.  Holding it in my hands, I tilted it upwards and downwards from 
a horizontal position, which mortified it, and a vertical one which brought it 
alive. At 45º, the mask was neither lying down nor standing. The fresh air of 
the morning penetrated into the white plaster. Camila took several photos.

When we’d finished, we sat down on a bench by the river to wait for the friend 
who’d brought us here in his car to finish what he was doing. It turned out to be 
a long wait and we were sitting there doing nothing but tilting our faces at 45º 
to the sun, quietly. The strong March sunlight penetrated into our skins and 
burnt them slightly, just enough to raise a fine layer; like tracing paper, which 
gave an exact copy of the angles, our cheekbones, our noses, lips and closed 
eyelids. Just enough light to take a photograph of our faces, the mould of that 
instant.

Some weeks later, Camila wrote, “If I were photography itself, I’d have to 
say I’m dispossessed of history. That the images I have are not mine, but the 
histories of other eyes or apprehensions of other desires.”
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Paul Ricoeur says that history is “totally writing” and that the narratives of 
history should be considered to be open to incessant revisions. In his long 
reflections on memory, history and forgetting, Ricoeur proposes a double 
interpretation of the expression “historical condition”. On the one hand, this 
would be the situation each person is immersed in; on the other, a “condition 
of possibility”. Seeing history as conditional means it can be understood as 
a constant exercise of recollection, so that both history and memory can be 
understood as processes that belong to the present. 
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The Republican mayor of Vitoria-Gasteiz, Teodoro González de Zárate, was 
executed by Francoist soldiers in 1937. Ignacio Díaz Ruiz de Olano died, too, in 
the first year of the Civil War. Blanca Quintana lived until April 2015, a month 
after Idoia managed to interview her.

In her absence, Idoia Zabaleta writes Blanca Quintana a letter:

Beloved Life
Beloved Vida of Mine
Oh Vida of Mine
Ohhh Vida of Mine of My Life
Beloved Vida of Mine Lived
Beloved Vivid Life of Mine Lived
Ohh Vida Of Mine Lived Vivid of Life
Beloved Vida of Mine Replete with Life Lived
Ohh Vida of Mine. Live Owed to Life.

She learnt from Blanca’s son that his daughter, Nora San Saturnino, grand-
daughter of Blanca Quintana, had been a member of the Rhythmic Gymnas-
tics team which Idoia also competed in.

Idoia, a choreographer who trained for rhythmic gymnastics and a regular 
participant in nationwide competitions, can be seen in a photograph standing 
right behind Nora, with her face behind Nora’s, exactly at the right distance. 
And like a premonition, one face behind the other, one body holding the other, 
they walk in straight file together minutes before their dance begins.
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Tatsumi Hijikata, the choreographer of Admiring La Argentina, holds Kazuo 
Ohno as he directs his movements during the ovation to the work’s premiere 
on 1 November 1977 in Tokyo. Like a puppet, a body holding up a memory in 
the air. Kazuo is 72 years old and had seen La Argentina dance 48 years before.

This is 1977, the year Franco “Bifo” Berardi marks as the year of the end of the 
future. A turning point, after which the future was no longer to be the promise 
of a better world; this was the end of progress, the year of the highest suicide 
rate in Japan, the year Adolfo Suárez met with Margaret Thatcher, whose 
rise was signalling her approaching victory; the year of worker’s autonomy in 
Italy, the year when Kazuo Ohno and Tatsumi Hijikata tried to embody the 
property subjugating him, surrounding him, so that when we see the elderly 
Kazuo, cross-dressed, dancing, we don’t know if it’s him dancing Antonia or 
Antonia dancing Kazuo. Hidden in the reverse of the image, the properties of 
La Argentina are manifested, her intrinsic, transmittable quality that survives 
time.
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A shining, iridescent, rectangular cloth covers the exact surface of her body. 
Her arms are raised in the V for victory symbol, V for Vida, life, hold the ends 
of the cloth tightly up. The figure is hidden. She is taller than normal, like a 
giant, an allegorical image, a monster, heroine, a symbol, a demonstrator in 
a crowd, a knight in armour, robot, a woman in ecstasy, a myth, an insignia, 
a legend, a metaphor. She transports us. The cloth moves as she breathes. 
Sometimes the cloth shines and reflects, at others it is translucent. It acts 
like a hologram which lets you see through or into the image depending on 
the light or angle. Her silhouette appears and disappears. The figure slowly 
rotates on its axis, up on black 20cm platform heels. She’s a drag queen. She’s 
night and sometimes day. She’s the past and can turn into the future. When she 
faces us, she’s a large rectangular mirror that holds life past; it mirrors a life 
made out of debts, of things yet to be done or said, of letters yet to be sent, or 
people to be with and to be loved. The mirror as it faces us sends back a list of 
unread messages, unseen downloads and unvisited archives. A life given over. 
When she has her back to us, it is hurried and fearful, an unwanted future, 
supplication and lament, mental conversation. The present cannot be seen, it 
is all edges, as fine as a profile. It is cutting. Nothing can be seen in it, there is 
only a voice to be heard. 
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