
Introduction

We must restore magma  the boiling matter       the lust

of lava      [to] place a piece of cloth at the foot of a

volcano       [to] restore the world

[to] show that matter, the substance is more lucid than

Color          . . . matter as a means of expression making

it   not an executing instrument   but a representative

medium that becomes an explosion            an impact. . . .

informalism repositions [magma] within the essence of

creative activity     [it] reestablishes categories and

relationships that science has already foreseen

—El TEcho dE la BallEna, 19611

Walking down a dark Salamanca street in the late 1950s, Venezuelan students 
Carlos Contramaestre (1933–1996), Alfonso Montilla (dates unknown), 
and Caupolicán Ovalles (1936–2001) paused for a moment at a crossing over 
which hung a plaque stating: “On this corner a man was killed. Pray for his 
soul.” Upon reading it, they erupted in song, bellowing the irreverent hymn: 
“Birds, birds, fornicate in the cathedral; [they] hurl their feathers against the 
wind. Birds, birds, fornicate in the cathedral.”2 With this proclamation, a late 
night of youthful debauchery and excess in Spain was transformed into the 
foundational moment for a group that would eventually became known as 
El Techo de la Ballena (active 1961–1969).
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 Sometime after that fateful night in March 1961, the collective inaugu-
rated their first exhibition, titled Para la restitución del magma (For the 
restitution of magma), in the garage of a private home in El Conde, a 
working-class suburb of Caracas (fig. I.1). Through the guise that a series 
of informalist canvases had gone missing (the “theft” was staged by mem-
bers of the group), El Techo issued a poignant commentary against what 
they viewed as the spent utopia of geometric abstraction, clichéd genre 
painting, and the depleted “cheap” social realism of “potbellied youths . . . 
or rifle-carrying revolutionaries.”3 The members of El Techo also directed 
their mordant critique against artists who, in their opinion, lacked “inves-
tigative and experimental spirit.”4 This criticism was also a denunciation 
of the complicity of the Venezuelan political and cultural establishments 
that promoted these tendencies. The exhibited works—which included one 
from Fernando Irazábal’s (b. 1936) series El occiso (The deceased) (plate 1) 
—demonstrated disdain for an anesthetized local environment that, El Te-
cho’s members thought, necessitated an outright unsettling through what 
ballenero artist and critic Juan Calzadilla (b. 1930) later described as “scat-
ological images . . . An interior reign of viscera . . . A biological art, vio-
lently exuded from our bowels.”5 This and other affronts to art production 
and representation—Carlos Contramaestre’s Necrophilia series (1962) is 
another—underscored El Techo’s place within a strain of Latin American 
cultural iconoclasts and artistic saboteurs that has only recently begun to 
be analyzed.6

 Years ago, the collective’s extreme encroachments of art into everyday 
life led the Uruguayan literary critic Ángel Rama to intuitively define its 
production as art terrorism.7 Rama’s conception, which was loosely based 
on pronouncements the group issued, illustrates the sociopolitical context 
of the violent period beginning in 1958 when Venezuela transitioned into 
democracy following the election of Rómulo Betancourt in 1959 (fig. I.2).8 
Rama was the first critic to locate El Techo within a larger political process 
that “focused on the turbulence of life,” which in Venezuela was tainted by 
“an aggressiveness unheard of in the rest of Latin America.”9 Clearly, Ven-
ezuela was not just any Latin American country: it was both a borderland 
and a Caribbean enclave on South America’s northern coast. As such, it 
was perhaps the country that most resolutely embraced Cuba’s revolution-
ary energies. Yet El Techo’s politicized project was not just about politics, 



Figure I.1. View of opening-night festivities for El Techo de la Ballena’s exhibition Para la 
restitución del magma (For the restitution of magma). Private collection of María Eugenia 
Sánchez de Contramaestre, Caracas.
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Figure I.2. Héctor Rondón Llovera, Father Aids Wounded Rifleman, June 2, 1962. 
Father Luis Manuel Padilla holds a wounded government rifleman shot in the 
streets of Puerto Cabello during El Porteñazo, a bloody revolt against President 
Betancourt. More than 200 were killed before the rebels were defeated. This 
photo, commissioned by La República, won the World Press Photo of the Year in 
1962 and the Pulitzer Prize in 1963. Source: AP Photo/Héctor Rondón.

as Rama asserted in 1966 and 1974.10 Rather, the collective’s project was ex-
pansive and multifaceted and touched upon the aesthetic and the literary 
and the political. 
 The sheer variety of the issues El Techo critiqued provided fertile 
ground for its heterogeneous proposals. Key figures were Calzadilla, Con-
tramaestre, Irazábal, and Ovalles; the writers Edmundo Aray (b. 1936), 
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Adriano González León (1931–2008), Rodolfo Izaguirre (b. 1931), and 
Francisco Pérez Perdomo (1930–2013); the artists Daniel González (b. 
1934), Ángel Luque (Córdoba, Spain, 1927–2014), Gabriel Morera (b. Ma-
drid, 1933), and, after 1967, the Chilean-born poet and artist Dámaso Ogaz 
(1924–1990). A network of frequent local collaborators at times included 
the painters Hugo Baptista (b. 1935), Alberto Brandt (1924–1970), Pedro 
Briceño (b. 1931), Perán Erminy (1929–2018), Antonio Moya (b. Valencia, 
Spain, 1942), and Manuel Quintana Castillo (b. 1928); writers Gonzalo 
Castellanos (dates unknown), Mary Ferrero (later de González León) (b. 
Argentina, ?–2003), Salvador Garmendia (1928–2001), Efraín Hurtado 
(1935–1978); and the artist and archaeologist José María Cruxent (b. Bar-
celona, Spain, 1911–2005).11 Additionally, El Techo had an impressive ros-
ter of international sympathizers that included the Argentinean poets Juan 
Antonio Vasco (1924–1984) and Oliverio Girondo; Colombian nadaísta 
(nothing) artists Carlos Granada, Augusto Rendón, and Pedro Alcántara; 
U.S. writer Henry Miller and U.S. poet Lawrence Ferlinghetti; the Chilean 
artist Roberto Matta Echauren; Cuban artist Jorge Camacho (1934–2011), 
Cuban cartoonist Santiago (Chago) Armada, and Cuban writers Edmundo 
Desnoes and Roberto Fernández Retamar; French cinematographer Alain 
Resnais and French cartoonist Siné (Maurice Sinet); German poet Hans 
Magnus Enzensberger; Spanish playwright Fernando Arrabal; and Uru-
guayans Mario Handler (a filmmaker), and Juan Carlos Onetti (a novel-
ist).12

 This book tells the story of how El Techo de la Ballena used the visual arts 
to expose the depths of the profound inequality hidden beneath the façade of 
Venezuela’s modernization. I trace how by the time the collective coalesced 
in the early 1960s, the imbalance between the country’s hypermodern ap-
pearance and its untidy reality had produced an illusionary national project 
of development and the persistent backwardness of large sectors of the pop-
ulation. Instead of embracing the official mirage of progress that a signifi-
cant number of Venezuelan artists and intellectuals and international media 
outlets espoused (fig. I.3), El Techo anchored its criticism firmly within this 
difficult dichotomy. The group created art that reflected not a technologi-
cal utopia associated with capitalism (the midcentury view of Caracas as a 
sucursal del cielo, a subsidiary of Heaven) but rather the gritty reality of Ven-
ezuela’s capital city (fig. I.4).13


