
The nine equestrian statues of Franco tell the tale of an 
image truncated in 1977, when Spain passed an Amnesty 
Law which is still in force. The model used for the 
sculptures was amnestied. Ever since then, those bronze 
horses have taken part in a singular obstacle course. 
Fantasma ‘77 explores the monumental image of Franco 
after the death of the model himself, and the way in which 
the State has dealt with this image. If we can’t call the 
dictator to account, should we do so to his images? 
Won’t they get mad?

The first equestrian statue of the dictator was installed at 
the entrance to Ramiro de Maeztu secondary school in 
Madrid, in 1942. The last was placed outside the barracks 
of the Spanish Legion in Melilla in September 1978, three 
years after Franco’s death. The first to be removed from a 
public place during democracy was in València in 1983 
by order of the City Council, and the last, in Barcelona, 
in 2016, also by municipal order. This long timespan 
might give the impression of continuity, but that would 
be only apparent. There were disturbances and attacks in 
València. In Barcelona, both horse and rider were savaged. 
In València, the iconoclastic hand that demolished the 
equestrian figure was the democratic government of the 
city, while the opposition was provided by Francoists. But 
in Barcelona it was the city council that placed Franco on 
the street once more, for a few days, in the neutral setting 
of an exhibition on heritage and dictatorship, and was 
later forced to remove the statue, which had been badly 
damaged as a result of anti-Francoist rage. 

This is our focus of attention. The phenomena of 
iconodulism (veneration of icons) and iconoclasm 
towards representations of Franco enable us to study State 
heritage policies (through the action of governments, 
parliaments and courts) with regard to the legacy of the 
Francoist public iconography under the new parliamentary 
monarchy. It is in this sense that we use the term “official”: 
we are especially interested in policies implemented or 
promoted administratively. These phenomena also enable 
us to explore the role of images in the constitution of 
historical memory and its political function: are the images 
historical memory? And if so, what are the implications? 

How do they build memory? And, no less important, they 
help to confirm a kind of pattern in the way in which they 
are managed: their “phantomisation”, the conversion of 
surviving images of Francoism into hypocritical spectra.

THE ADVENTURES OF 9 BRONZE NAGS 
The first series of equestrian statues of Franco was made 
between the end of the Spanish Civil War and 1959, the 
year that the Stabilisation Plan was approved. The second 
wave of sculptures was produced between 1960 and 1969, 
coinciding with the period of the “25 years of Peace”. The 
final period was in the mid-1970’s, during the dictator’s 
swansong. However, rather than their installation, the 
temporal arc of their withdrawal appears to us much more 
interesting. Between 1977 and 2004, with the exception 
of certain local authorities, administrative Spain showed 
no particular interest in those sculptures installed in the 
streets. The saga of the nine bronze horses is the story of an 
obstacle race between memory and democracy, mediated 
by the desire to see how long it would take to deactivate 
them, how much of the model remained embodied in the 
bronze, and when the time would come to withdraw them 
to the silent shelter of the warehouse.
 

AMNESTY LAW 1977
The most notorious effect of the Amnesty Law passed by 
the Spanish Parliament on 15 October 1977 was that it 
established an amnesty for the Franco dictatorship, which 
was placed outside the reach of justice. However, the law 
also raised another problem that has been little addressed: 
if the law prevents Franco from being called to account, 
what about his image? What is the status, now, of his 
representation? How should this legacy, already legally 
acquitted, be managed?

The Amnesty Law sets no time limit prior to 15 December 
1976. Lacking such a linear time limit, the legislation seems 
to exonerate the entire history of Spain, dissolving the shame 
of dictatorship into the ocean of the past, converting it into 
heritage and thereby protecting it in the name of memory. 
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If the amnesty does not set a date in the past from which 
pardon is given, then it is no more possible to call a statue 
of Franco into account than the rest of national history.

In fact, the Amnesty Law says nothing about the fate of 
images made by the dictatorship. It refers only to people. 
The images are left in suspense. In 1981, the Spanish 
Parliament passed a law that provided for the removal of 
Francoist coats of arms from the streets. No one took any 
notice. After 2004, heritage legislation began to enter into 
force, making compliance obligatory. The amnesty urges 
us to see the Francoist period as personal, not collective 
and, therefore, empowered to make democratic restitution 
possible in many public spaces and in the memories of 
its victims.

EXTRACTS FROM THE AMNESTY LAW 
(46/1977) OF OCTOBER 15

Article One
I. The following are amnestied:

a) All acts of political intent, whatever their result, 
classified as crimes and offences organised before 
15 December 1976.

b) All acts of the same nature organised between  
15 December 1976 and 15 June 1977, when the 
political intent also includes the reason of restoring 
public freedoms or vindicating the autonomies of the 
peoples of Spain.

c) All acts of identical nature and intent as described in 
the previous paragraph, organised up until 6 October 
1977, provided that there was no serious violence 
against the life or integrity of people […]

Article Two
In all cases, the amnesty covers:

a) The crimes of rebellion and sedition, as well as the 
crimes and offences committed during them or due 
to them, as described in the Code of Military Justice.

b) Conscientious objection to serving military service 
on ethical or religious grounds.

c) The offences of refusing to assist justice by refusing 
to reveal facts of a political nature learned during the 
exercise of professional duties.

d) Acts of expression of opinion made in the press, 
printed matter or any other means of communication.

e) Any crimes and offences that could may been 
committed by the authorities, officials and agents 
of the public order, due to or on the occasion of 
investigation and prosecution of acts included in 
this Law.

f) Crimes committed by officials and agents of the 
public order against the exercise of the rights of 
people […]

 

VALÈNCIA, 1983
On 27 April 1979, in plenary session, València City 
Council, governed by socialists, agreed to remove the 
equestrian statue of Franco from the Plaça del País 
Valencià, the square outside City Hall, where it had stood 
since 1964.

In 1976, an explosive device had been placed on the statue, 
causing little damage. In 1978, two individuals attempted to 
demolish the monument by tying it to a lorry and driving 
off. Franco was the constant subject of graffiti and jibes 
(“el burro i l’haca fora de la plaça” – “donkey and nag, out 
of the square!”), but it was also loved by many. Finally, after 
countless political setbacks and postponements, the City 
Council decided to dismantle the statue on 9 September  
1983. To prevent undesired publicity, the operation began 
at 4 in the morning, using vehicles from the Provincial 
Council, their number plates covered over, and voluntary 
workers from the Plants and Gardens Maintenance 
Service after the refusal of fire and municipal brigades and 
outsourced service companies to carry out the job. The task 
turned out to be much more laborious than expected due 
to the technical condition of the statue. The brigade tasked 
with dismantling it took longer than planned to leave with 
a piece weighing about 1,800 kilos that was incredibly 
difficult to remove from its site.

At the crack of dawn, far-right supporters began to appear, 
trying to photograph the workers, insulting them, throwing 
stones and grappling with the local and national police 
in attendance. Fearing riots, Mayor Ricard Pérez Casado, 
who was watching the entire operation from the City Hall 
balcony, asked the civil governor to send more police. His 
request was turned down. The police allowed a leading 
young right-wing extremist, accompanied by a councillor 
from the conservative Aliança Popular party and deputy 
mayor, and helped him to climb up the monument to 
withdraw an outlawed pre-constitutional flag that someone 
had planted there some days previously, replacing it with 
a crown of flowers in the national colours, red and yellow, 
to great applause. Once there, however, the young man 
uncoupled the cables from the crane and threw the tools 
down to the workers on the ground. He then sang the 
fascist anthem Cara al Sol whilst giving the Nazi salute. 
In view of the police failure to act, the workers decided to 
leave. The right-wing councillor complained to the media 
that the mayor had failed to keep his promise to withdraw 
the statue in a ceremony with full military honours.

More and more Francoists were congregating, many of 
them with megaphones, forming a large crowd. At 9 am, 



the demonstrators left a floral offering at the foot of the 
pedestal. Groups of democrats also began to arrive at 
around this time, angering the Francoists even more, to 
the point where some blandished guns. It was essential 
to complete the job, and the mayor decided to accept the 
metal-workers’ unionists’ offer to carry out the operation. 
At 2.10 pm, twelve volunteers wearing blue overalls, their 
faces covered by balaclava helmets, got down to work. 
Their arrival was greeted by a hail of stones and ball 
bearings. By that time, there were around a thousand 
Francoists in the square. The police began to intervene more 
forcefully, firing rubber bullets, while the workers began to 
take down the statue, beginning by sawing off the horse’s legs 
in order to separate the sculpture from  its pedestal.

Eleven hours after the start of the operation, the remains 
were removed by lorry, at which point the fascists began to 
overturn waste containers and a municipal Land Rover and 
threw stones at the City Hall. These events led to the first 
police baton charge. Over the course of a week, what was 
left of the monument became an iconographic diorama of 
the dictatorship, decked in flags, flowers and portraits of 
Franco. Finally, the pedestal was completely demolished.

The damaged sculpture was later restored and handed 
over to the Army to be installed in the Cloister of Santo 
Domingo in the headquarters of the Captaincy General in 
València. The statue stood there until 2010, when it was 
permanently stored in a large chest in the Jaume I de Bétera 
military barracks.

BARCELONA, 2016
Our story begins at Montjuïc Castle on 18 June 1963. 
Franco planned a great national propaganda campaign 
for the following year to celebrate the “25 years of peace” 
since the end of the Spanish Civil War. In Barcelona, 
the dictator announced that “love has forever replaced 
hate: our prisons no longer house even one-third of 
the inmates they once had. A new dawn has begun for 
Spain, a period of work in which you are at the forefront, 
because Catalonia leads the way in industriousness”. 
From May José María de Porcioles, the city received as a 
gift an equestrian statue by the sculptor Josep Viladomat, 
installed in the courtyard of the castle, whose ownership 
had been partially transferred by the military to the city 
authorities in 1960 so that the site could house an 
army museum.

Josep Viladomat was an artist with strong republican 
convictions. The author of The Flame, one of the iconic 
monuments to Catalan republicanism, inaugurated in 
Barcelona in 1936, he was forced into exile after the fall 
of the Catalan capital, and temporarily interned in Les 
Haras refugee camp in Perpignan. Viladomat returned 
to Barcelona in 1950, and began to receive both public 

and private commissions. In 1962, Mayor Porcioles 
commissioned the sculptor to produce an equestrian 
statue of Franco. At first, Viladomat played hard to get. 
Then, coincidentally, the Civil Guard arrested him on 
charges of smuggling. The sculptor, who owned a house 
in Andorra, had bought an imported car at a lower price 
than in Barcelona. The only condition was that for at 
least six months he could drive only in Andorra, but he 
failed to comply. From behind bars, he contacted Mayor 
Porcioles, who gave him a choice: prison or sculpture. 
Viladomat accepted the commission.

Democracy arrived. In 1986, a year after a group of people 
had painted it pink, Barcelona City Council decided to 
move the monument from the castle courtyard into the 
museum. But the statue was too big to get through the 
door, and it was necessary to cut off Franco’s left leg. 
There he remained, hidden away in an annex room, until 
2008 – 22 years later – when the statue was sent to the 
municipal Parks and Gardens warehouses in Via Favència, 
Nou Barris district, where it lay, covered in plastic, one leg 
still separated from the whole.

In Via Favència the head was lost, and the decapitated 
statue remained there until, in 2016, it was requested by 
the Municipal Commission for Memory Programmes 
to form part of the exhibition Franco, Victory, Republic: 
Impunity and Public Space at the Born Centre for Culture 
and Memory of Barcelona (Born CCM). The aim of the 
exhibition, curated by Manel Risques, which opened in 
autumn 2016, was to highlight the impunity of symbols 
of the dictatorship in democracy by narrating the sagas 
behind three works: Victory; The Republic (The Flame); 
and the equestrian statue of Franco. The statue of Franco 
was installed outside the exhibition venue. Trouble soon 
started, as several parliamentary groups expressed their 
opposition to showing the work in the public space. 
Catalan nationalist parties CiU and ERC argued that 
its exhibition there offended the victims of the Franco 
regime, and that Born CCM (opened in 2013) was not 
an appropriate venue on this occasion, as it was designed 
to be a memorial to the end of Catalonia’s independence 
in 1714 following the defeat against Philip V’s troops. 
All this seemed to these parties to be an unnecessary 
provocation. For their part, the right-wing nationalists 
PP and Citizens argued that the exhibition merely 
reopened old wounds from the past. Nevertheless, the 
Commissioner for Memory, Ricard Vinyes, went ahead 
with the exhibition, probably believing that the civic-
mindedness of the city of Barcelona made it possible 
to display those symbols in the street without any risk 
either to the piece itself (although some officials already 
suspected that that the statue would not return in one 
piece) or to the municipal authorities.



From the first day of exhibition, the statue received 
countless attacks: people spat at it and threw eggs, paint 
and berries, painted graffiti on it… Separatist flags were 
hung from the monument, as well as rainbow flags, pigs’ 
heads, a door, an inflatable doll… The night of October 
19, a group of people pulled the statue down, damaging 
it in various places. That same night, the city authorities 
began to withdraw the remains in municipal rubbish 
collection vehicles. The next day, the pieces from the 
sculpture were deposited in the warehouse maintained 
by Barcelona History Museum (MUHBA) in the Zona 
Franca district of the city.

Expert appraisers from the insurance company arrived. 
The Urban Planning Department had insured the statue 
for 250,000 euros in what is a mandatory procedure 
when a heritage piece is taken from the archives for 
other activities. However, Viladomat’s work was not 
listed in the Municipal Heritage Catalogue, and had the 
status only of “urban furniture”. The experts estimated 
the damage and the cost of repair. The insurer agreed 
to pay for restoration work provided the facts were 
reported, which was done, but without mentioning the 
names of those who had caused the damage, as the City 
Council would come under criticism if the authorities 
sued individuals for “having attacked Franco.”

So the remains remained in storage at MUHBA facilities, 
but that is not the whole truth. In fact, the statue was 
left out in the elements, covered by canvas, outside the 
building used for storage in the small open courtyard 
at the entrance. In other words, “outside the walls”. 
The legal status of the statue of Franco was similar: not 
restored, not archived, not listed as heritage… Until this 
status was clarified, MUHBA could do nothing. No one 
moved a finger: “to touch the sculpture is to do a favour 
to Franco: that would revive him”, said MUHBA director 
Joan Roca sarcastically.

In November 2019, the City Council decided to 
“consolidate” the piece (repair it minimally to make it 
possible to store the remains) and finally bring it into the 
interior of the MUHBA storage facilities and turning it, 
de facto, into part of Barcelona’s heritage. At present, the 
plan is to install it in an iron cage, like that in València. 
And so this unusual obstacle race reaches its end 
– or does it?

Exhibition tour 2020 - 2021 
Centre d’Art Tecla Sala, L’Hospitalet 20.02 - 12.04.2020 
Centre del Carme Cultura Contemporània, València 01.07 - 30.08.2020 
Casal Solleric, Palma de Mallorca 22.10 - 23.12.2020 
Roca Umbert, Fàbrica de les Arts, Granollers 15.03 - 30.04.2021


