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INTRODUCTION

Utopia seems to have been one of the culturally unconscious aspects of our
society. If for a while its study was limited to literary traditions drawing on
Thomas More, in recent years many authors have been updating and
expanding the narrative about what constitutes the utopian tradition,
incorporating fields such as art, architecture, performative practices,
communities, and political movements. From the sphere of utopian studies,
this type of analysis has been systematised, understanding the utopian
impulse as a human element that has taken various forms. But, while this
approach opens the space of what we can consider utopia, it sometimes
continues granting a fundamental importance to texts, without always
addressing some of the ambiguities and paradoxes that are put forward by the
world of the image.

Revista de Estudios Globales y Arte Contemporáneo ISSN: 2013-8652 online
http://revistes.ub.edu/index.php/REGAC/index

Literary utopias, popular utopias
It is certainly undeniable that, as a word, “utopia” is born with a novel. When
he published his Utopía,1 Thomas More was creating a new term that would
enrich itself with meanings and polysemy over the following centuries. It has
often been claimed that one of the triggers for More’s text was the recent
invasion of the American continent and the numerous legends that were
spread about its territories.2 Following the example of the English humanist,
a whole tradition of authors set about writing treatises that generally described
the voyage to a perfect place, where human beings had succeeded in
perfecting collective government through the exercise of reason and ethics.
However, despite the claims to universality, each utopia is strongly tied to the
ideology and cultural assumptions of its place and time. Western utopian
literature emerged from the 16th Century not only as a fantasy derived from
the news of those far-off lands which had driven the idea that anything was
possible. Its own articulation can also be read according to the keys of the
colonial project itself.3
In any case, beyond the literary genre opened by More, utopian studies today
tend to consider utopia as a yearning common to most cultures, which existed
independently of European humanism and from long before this started to
develop. Before More’s publication and his invention of the term, there had

1 The work’s full title is Libellus vere aureus, nec minus salutaris quam

festivus, de optimo
rei publicae statu deque nova insula Utopia.
2 See: Balasopoulous, A. (2004). Unworldly Worldliness: America and the Trajectories
of Utopian Expansionism. Utopian Studies, Vol. 15, no. 2, pp. 3-35. Also, Kumar, K. (1987)
Utopia and Anti-Utopia in Modern Times. Oxford: Basil Blackwell.
3 See, for example: Hardy, K. (2012). Unsettling Hope: Settler-Colonialism and
Utopianism. Spaces of Utopia: An Electronic Journal, no. 1, pp. 123-136. Available at:
<http://ler.letras.up.pt>
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been many other traditions that reflected the desire for a better world, more
pleasant and enjoyable.
These fantasies often were a spatial expression of desire. While most religions
had paradises that could be attained after death, these had their counterparts
on Earth itself through prosaic myths of places of physical pleasure and
sensory delight. Cucaña, Scharaffenland, Cockaigne, and the País de Jauja
were different names given to those landscapes of material plenty whose
legend was transmitted mainly by means of oral storytelling. While these tales
were a constant of the Middle Ages – when they appeared represented in the
margins of manuscripts or in choir stalls – during the Renaissance they gained
strength and were made more present in the visual field. In a critical way,
Brueghel painted his Scharaffenland as a place where abundance seemed to
reach the point of becoming indigestion [Fig. 1]. Other authors located these
spaces in maps, using the graphic language of verisimilitude to chart
imagined territories [Fig. 2].

[Fig. 1] Pieter Brueghel, Das Schlaraffenland, 1567, Alte Pinakothek, Munich (image in the public
domain, from Wikimedia commons).
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[Fig. 2] Map of Sclaraffenland, c. 1730-40, National Library of Norway (image in the public domain,
from Wikimedia commons).

Utopia as an artistic genre
In a transversal way, and with distinct peaks, art was accompanying religious,
social, and political fantasy. In a superficial tour, invoking examples known
by everyone, certain landmarks in the history of art can be read in this way.
The representation of Paradise, for example, passed from the reticular
organisation that belonged to the religious hierarchy and the scholastic
mentality – which we can see in the mediaeval imaginary – to the exuberant
gardens that sometimes become ample and generous woods as painted by
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Brueghel the Elder [Fig. 3]. On display at the Doria Pamphilj gallery, his
representation of Eden seems an inventory of real and imaginary creatures,
revelling in the immense and beautiful variety of divine creation. In this
landscape painting, the presence of Adam and Eve is almost incidental, and
they are located at the back, near a unicorn.

[Fig. 3] Jan Brueghel the Elder, The Garden of Eden with the Fall of Man, c.1612. Doria Pamphilj
Gallery, Rome (image in the public domain, from Wikimedia commons).

Some paintings seem to have inaugurated a unique genre. This is the case of
the Garden of Earthly Delights, whose central panel seems to mix religious
and profane paradises in an environment of fruits and hypertrophied animals
where, with voluptuous innocence, a humanity in the very spring of existence
– which seems happily to ignore both childhood and old age – enjoys itself
[Fig. 4]. Various interpretations have tried to decipher the utopia that Bosch
created in this triptych. However, its true meaning remains obscure, and the
painting remains open to multiple interpretations.

Revista de Estudios Globales y Arte Contemporáneo | Vol. 4 | Núm. 1 | 2016 | 1-17

5

[Fig. 4] Hieronym Bosch, The Garden of Earthly Delights, Prado Museum, Madrid (image in the public
domain, from Wikimedia commons).

Invoking other imaginaries, the Allegory of Good and Bad Government of the
Palace of Sienna proposed, in the 14th Century, the question of public
management. Also, representations of the Heavenly Jerusalem raised the
question of what a perfect city would be like.4 And, at the same time that
Bosch was painting his delights, artists of the Italian Renaissance, fascinated
by the recently rediscovered classical culture, used their brushes to imagine
scenes concerning the polis. In his School of Athens, Rafael seems to be
painting an entire enlightening social structure, which inevitably points to
Plato’s Republic [Fig. 5].

In this vein, Juan Antonio Ramírez has studied the architectonic influence of
speculation about the Temple of Solomon, which had been designed by God himself.
See Ramírez, J.A. (ed.) (1991). Dios Arquitecto El Templo de Salomón según Juan Bautista
Villalpando and El Templo de Salomón según Jerónimo del Prado. Accompanying these
two volumes, a third book of studies edited by the same author, Dios, arquitecto (with
contributions from J. A. Ramírez, R. Taylor, A. Corboz, R. J. van Pelt, and A. Martínez
Ripoll). Madrid: Siruela.
4
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[Fig. 5] Raphael, The School of Athens, 1511, Apostolic Palace, Vatican City, Rome (image in the
public domain, from Wikimedia commons).

Many painters and architects of that time dedicated themselves to imagining
non-existent buildings and cities, where painted image often preceded
physical construction.5 Expressed through painted architectures or maps, the
tradition of the ideal city produced projects such as Filarete’s Sforzinda [Fig.
6]: in this type of work, urban thinking imagined social formations in an
equivalent way to that which had been carried out in the tradition of utopian
literature. This also had its intersections with reality, with real buildings
derived from architectonic speculation, such as the Italian city of Palmanova.

Although Ramírez would deal with this subject in different ways throughout his
career, one can highlight these titles: Ramírez, J. A. (1983). Arquitecturas descritas,
arquitecturas pintadas. Madrid: Alianza and Ramírez, J.A. (1983). Edificios y sueños
(Ensayos sobre arquitectura y utopía). Málaga: Universidades de Málaga y Salamanca
(New edition, Madrid: Nerea, 1991). Between 2011 and 2012 Delfín Rodríguez Ruiz
curated an exhibition about painted architectures. See: Rodríguez, D. (2012).
Arquitecturas pintadas. Del Renacimiento al siglo XVIII. Madrid: Museo ThyssenBornemisza-Fundación Caja Madrid.
5
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[Fig. 6] Antonio di Pietro Averlino (“Filarete”), plan of Sforzinda, 1457 (image in the public domain,
from Wikimedia commons).

Painting also bestowed fauna and flora on arcadias and pastorals, which
proliferated once again with neoclassicism and its recovery of mythology. In
a reflection on the impossibility of a perfect human life, Poussin painted the
traces of death in the ideal place with his “Et in Arcadia ego” [Fig. 7].
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[Fig. 7] Nicholas Poussin, The Arcadian Shepherds (Et in Arcadia ego), 1637-38, Musée de Louvre,
París (image in the public domain, from Wikimedia commons).

The 18th Century, with the development of Enlightenment though and its
reflection on the best forms of government, also witnessed the emergence of
a type of strange buildings, often limited to models, and which have been
generically named as “utopian architecture”. Ledoux, Lequeau, and Boullée
in fact tended to work for monarchs that had not yet been dethroned, but their
work was soon associated with the Enlightenment and with ideals of Platonic
perfection, which the architectural projects would symbolise through their
purity of forms.
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Étienne-Louis Boullée produced proposals as radical as Newton’s Cenotaph,
intended as a kind of cosmic sphere [Fig. 8]. Despite the varied personality
of these architects, their work was later integrated into the accounts of novel
social configuration that ambitiously tried to remake society and finish off the
ancien régime.

[Fig. 8] Étienne-Louis Boullée, Newton’s Cenotaph, 1784 (image in the public domain, from Gallica).

With the French Revolution, politics and political art emerged
simultaneously. The French Revolution provided the conditions for the
development of first great political artist, in the modern sense. Jacques-Louis
David was not only a magnificent painter of the martyrs and heroes of the
Revolution (we all recall his powerful Death of Marat): his activities ranged
from the management of monuments and artistic memory to the launch of
educational projects and propaganda, the administration of death sentences,
and the design of suits and swords6 [Fig. 9].
6
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See García Hernández, M.A. (2016). Pintura y Terror. LOCVS AMŒNVS, No. 14.
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The utopian would see itself overflowing with the possibility of creating a
new world on a large scale, after the violent destruction of all the previous
world. Since then,7 between the micro notion of the archipelago and the
macro scale of the Revolution and the State, utopian practice has oscillated
between escapism, politics, and creativity. Moreover, the interweaving of art
and revolutionary politics accompanied the course of the avant-garde
movements, whose great utopian project was the merger of art and life. Both
spheres were unified through elements tied to the everyday (fundamentally to
design), or also by joining the political practices of the time.
Non-textual utopias
Starting out from this rich
legacy, this issue of REGAC
Journal seeks to investigate
the

updating

traditions
dimensions

of

through
of

these
the
the

experiential and the visual.
The special section has
sought to reflect some of the
possible interpretations of
non-textual utopia, through
[Fig. 9] Jacques-Louis David, uniform for the
people’s representative, print by Dominique Vivant
(image in the public domain, from Wikimedia
commons).

authors who address three
relevant

issues:

the

possibility of utopia in the

There are numerous precedents, not only in the American Revolution. Nonetheless, it
is clear that in the Western context the big epistemological change was produced after
the 1789 revolution.
7
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history of exhibitions, the peculiarities of utopian art in socialist contexts
(and, specifically, in Cuban art), and the specificity of vernacular architecture,
developed in the area of intentional communities.
With “Is Another World Possible? The Politics of Utopia in Contemporary
Art Exhibitions,” the art historian and curator TJ Demos turns towards utopia
in curatorship in the early 2000s. Demos addresses the question from the point
of view of the history of exhibitions, studying exhibition projects that
associate utopia and politics in diverse ways: the itinerant Utopia Station
project (2003-), the Forms of Resistance (2007) show, and the Istanbul
Biennale of 2009. Demos takes the analysis of these exhibitions as the starting
point for an interrogation of the political agency of utopia.
Author of the book To and From Utopia in the New Cuban Art,8 Rachel
Weiss has studied the characteristics of an art developed in an environment
hugely conditioned by utopian references, as happens in countries governed
by so-called “actually existing socialism”. She follows this line in her article
for REGAC, entitled “The Body of the Collective and the Changing Fortunes
of Utopia in the New Cuban Art.” Here, Weiss reflects on the activity of
various Cuban art groups in the 1980s and 1990s, whose work can be
considered utopian. In the Cuban context, this is “a story about art moving to
and from utopia, in which the inverse journey is no less fuelled, and no less
prefigured, by the energies and commitments of utopian ideas.”
With regard to communal practice, the special section ends with the visual
essay by Timothy Miller, expert in the study of intentional communities and
author of books such as American Communes, 1860-19609 and The 60s
Weiss, R. (2011). To and From Utopia in the New Cuban Art. Minnesota: MIT Press.
Miller, T. (1990). American Communes, 1860-1960. New York and London: Garland
Pub.
8
9
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Communes: Hippies and Beyond.10 In his combination of text and images
entitled “Visionary architecture of utopian communities,” Miller shows a
wide collection of examples of vernacular architecture of different
communities, some of which are tied to minority religions and strange belief
systems. Other examples are linked to ecologist groups and reflect their
experiments in terms of forms of sustainable construction. Vernacular
architecture tied to heterogeneous communities puts forward the issue of the
construction of place and the affirmation of identities through urban planning,
architecture, and (self)construction. Miller also takes classic examples where
the history of art and communal practice are united, such as the artistic
commune of Drop City in Colorado and Paolo Soleri’s (still unfinished)
project for building the city of Arcosanti. Together with the built spaces, the
text ends up showing several unrealised projects, in part linked to the tradition
of utopian socialism. Through the profusion of examples, an extravagant
architectonic vocabulary11 is shown, proposing the dichotomy between
fantasy and reality, between idealised projection and the more modest
possibilities of groups that tend to lack the means to put their urban visions
into practice.
After that, articles continue with this study of the various facets and
possibilities of non-textual utopia, discussing its expressions in the field of
activism, architecture, design, and art. Starting this section is the text “The
Retopian Approach to Art”, in which Dirk Hoyer reflects on the various
Miller, T. (1999). The 60s Communes: Hippies and Beyond. Syracuse: Syracuse
University Press.
10

Although its direction is collective, the non-professional character of these projects –
between the marginal and the extravagant, between the sculptural and building –
reminds us of the “escultecturas margivagante” [marginal-extravagant sculpturearchitectures] studied by Juan Antonio Ramírez. See: Ramírez, J.A. (ed.) (2006).
Escultecturas Margivagantes. La Arquitectura fantástica en España. Madrid: SiruelaFundación Duques de Soria.
11
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types of utopia, proposing the category of “retopia”. With this new term,
Hoyer puts forward a typology that tries to escape both political action
without a vision of the future and escapist daydreaming without
transformative undertones.
This volume then presents two analyses that focus on the utopian practice of
activism. Oliver Ressler and Dario Azzellini, in “A Preview of the Future.
Workers’ Control in the Context of a Global Systemic Crisis,” understand
collectivised factories as a possible model of organisation. Focusing on the
cases of RiMaflow in Milan and Officine Zero in Rome, they explore how in
everyday life these taken-over spaces develop human relations based on
solidarity and mutual support, pointing towards other possible worlds.
This investigation into prefigurative politics and the potential for
collaboration continues in the very methodology of the following article:
writing collectively, Fernando Araujo, James Block, Lorenzo Ganzo
Galarça, Manoela Guimarães Gomes, Edson Luiz André de Sousa, Sofia
Tessler and Léo Tietboehl, perform an analysis of the Occupy movement at
the Brazilian university of Rio Grande do Sul. In “Occupying hope: notes
from a university Occupy experience in Brazil,” the authors start from a
posture of personal involvement and commitment to study the occupation of
the university, analysing the “style” of its gestures and rituals. Following
Marielle Macé, style is understood as a way of expressing concepts and
visions of the world, that speak of another social reality.
With “When faith moves mountains: poetic and political utopias,” Laia
Manonelles tackles art-action projects in relation to utopia. Manonelles
addresses the action of Francis Alÿs in Mexico in which a group of volunteers
moved a sand dune, the adding a metre to the height of a mountain by the
group Beijing East Village, and Martin Andersen’s project of bringing
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sunlight to a dark Norwegian valley. Developing in very different contexts,
the various works have in common the fact that symbolic actions carried out
in a collaborative way serve to alter the environment, functioning as
metaphors for social change.
This 1:1 scale brings us to the field of architecture and design. Efrén Giraldo
and Jorge Armando Lopera are the authors of “Fiction and projecting:
architecture and image in the work of the Utopía group (Medellín, 19792009).” From the study of the trajectory of a group comprising three Medellín
architects, the authors address the utopian meaning of urban thought, while
contributing to the analysis of an important chapter in the history of
architecture and art in Columbia.
In relation to the traditions of design and the legacy of the countercultural
communes, there is the text by Kylie Banyard, “Andrea Zittel’s A-Z West:
An artist’s community for the 21st Century.” Banyard studies the group
founded by the North American artist Andrea Zittel in the Mojave Desert,
investigating to what extent this can or cannot be located within the tradition
of the countercultural communes.
Concepción Cortés Zulueta, for her part, draws a parallel between human
society and social insects in her text “Mundane little ants, huge utopian
insects: the myrmecological works of Yukinori Yanagi.” Focusing on a work
whose protagonists are insects and the architecture of the ants’ nest, she
studies the work of the Japanese artist Yukinori Yanagi, in which flags made
of coloured earth containing ants’ nests show the expansive tendency of
animal societies, which end up erasing borders. The organisation of the ants
is read in a specular way: through the entomological parallel the author shows
us how this artist presents the utopia of a world without national divisions,
exposing their artificial character.
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There is also a whole tradition of individual utopias that seek to escape the
world. Some of these have been developed imagining ideal houses, such as
the small symbolist paradise that Huysmans describes in the novel À Rebours,
whose protagonist enshrouds himself in a home full of objects, books,
perfumes, and pictures that represent his ideal aesthetics. Magdalena
Schultz-Ohm approaches this particular genre of the artists’ house: in
“Living a Utopia. The Artist’s House as a Total Work of Art,” the author
explores the homes of Johann Michael Bossard, Wenzel Hablik, and Kurt
Schwitters.
Following a line far away from the interpretation of utopian art in relation to
socio-political concerns, Nadja Namus points to the meaning of “good
place” in the sensorial environments of James Turrell, Olafur Eliasson, and
Anthony Gormley. In “AFTER IMAGES OF THE PRESENT. Utopian
imagination in contemporary art practices,” she speaks of how these works
would have an abstract utopian meaning, related to the production of
situations and perceptive experiences, potentially transformative for
spectators.
For her part, Mercè Alsina’s “The utopian potential of subjectivity in the
period of neoliberal globalization. Strategies of the video essay,” starting
from some concepts of Peter Sloterdijk, studies the utopian sense of the video
essay and of subjectivity within the context of advanced capitalism.
Closing the issue, within a section of artists’ projects, Antonio R.
Montesinos offers a visual essay showing his series Inopias, proposed as an
exercise consciously related to the reflection about the “good place” and its
structures.
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This issue of REGAC magazine seeks to open the way towards the reflection
on the possible forms of non-textual utopia. This is part of a long path, full of
twists and turns, and prone to deviations. Between the macro and the micro,
between escapism and social reform, utopia will continue to be an open
question, a yearning that takes different names and adopts diverse forms,
following the evolution of our desires and our deficiencies.

Revista de Estudios Globales y Arte Contemporáneo | Vol. 4 | Núm. 1 | 2016 | 1-17

17

