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Monumentalising Victory:  

Franco’s Arco de la Victoria as “Dissonant Heritage” 

 

Sarah Leggott 

 

Introduction 

 

Over half a century since the death of Franco, competing interpretations of 

the history and memory of the Spanish Civil War and the ensuing dictatorship 

continue to provoke conflict in contemporary Spain. These so-called “memory 

wars” have led to the renaming of streets, the removal of statues and the 

exhumations of public figures associated with the dictatorship, as well as the 

exhumations of numerous mass graves which held the remains of Republican 

victims. This period has also seen the emergence of civic associations seeking 

memory and justice for the victims of Francoist repression, as well as the 

introduction of legislation at regional and national levels aimed at preserving 

historical and democratic memory. One important component of these debates has 

concerned the material heritage of the Franco regime, both in terms of calls for the 

construction of new memorials to honour the victims of Francoism and in demands 

for existing monuments to be destroyed, modified or reframed, proposals that have 

sparked fierce debate and thrown into relief the extent to which views remain 

polarised. In this context, this paper will discuss the case of the Arco de la Victoria 

(Victory Arch) in Madrid, a triumphal arch erected in the Spanish capital in the 

1950s to commemorate the Francoist victory in the civil war.1 Part of a larger 

architectural precinct designed by the regime’s architects, the Arch is located on the 

grounds of a university compound that became a frontline in the key battle for 

Madrid during the war. The monument is inevitably prominent in the contemporary 

cityscape of Madrid, located as it is on one of Madrid’s principal urban corridors 

and close to the major Moncloa transport hub. My discussion examines the history 

of the Arch and surrounding monuments, the historical and symbolic significance 

of the site on which it sits, its ideological intent, and contemporary deliberations 

around its future as part of the debates about Spain’s “dissonant” heritage. 

 

Scholarly Framework 

 

In recent years, many scholars have explored the ways in which different 

societies seek to remember or forget, preserve or destroy, the legacy of painful 

periods in their history, a reminder that the debates about remembering the past are 

not unique to Spain. Rather, many countries around the world continue to grapple 

 
1 All translations in this article from text originally in Spanish are mine. 
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with difficult aspects of their country’s history, including Spain’s European 

counterparts, notably, although not exclusively, France, Italy and Germany.2 The 

term “dissonant heritage,” drawn from the work of Tunbridge and Ashworth, refers 

to sites and artefacts linked to a society’s contested past that evoke conflicting 

memories for different groups, and over which there is a lack of agreement 

regarding their representation and interpretation.3 The terms “undesirable” or 

“difficult” heritage are used by Macdonald in her work on the legacy of the Nazi 

past in Germany.4 Macdonald defines “difficult heritage” as “a past that is 

recognised as meaningful in the present but that is also contested and awkward for 

public reconciliation with a positive, self-affirming contemporary identity.”5 Logan 

and Reeves have referred to spaces that recall painful periods of history as “places 

of pain and shame,” sites that can generate significant tensions and debates in the 

present.6 These terms all refer to “history that hurts”7 and provide a helpful framing 

for considering approaches to the legacies of Francoism in contemporary Spain. 

This discussion will also draw on the work of scholars who have suggested 

considering sites or monuments as existing on a continuum between “hot” and 

“cold” in any given context, depending on the impact they might have at an 

individual and collective level. Bellentani and Panico distinguish between “hot” 

monuments, those that provoke “uncomfortable or even traumatic emotions . . . 

[and] fierce political debates” and “cold” monuments, whose meanings are widely 

accepted and therefore do not provoke strong emotional reactions, emphasising that 

this should be seen as a continuum between the two: “Originally, monuments are 

not erected as hot or cold: accepted monuments can turn into sites of resistance 

[and] controversial monuments can increasingly become accepted and mindlessly 

experienced during the routine of daily life.”8 This concept has been adopted by 

Ferrándiz and Hristova who have compared the impact of mass grave exhumation 

sites with war museums in dealing with the legacy of Europe’s violent past, arguing 

that these sit opposite one another on the continuum proposed by Bellentani and 

 
2 For discussion of different case studies, see Stéphanie Michonneau, Carolina Rodríguez-López, 

and Fernando Vela Cossio, eds., Paisajes de Guerra: Huellas, reconstrucción, patrimonio (1939-

años 2000) (Casa de Velázquez Ediciones Complutense 2019). 
3 J. E. Tunbridge and G. J. Ashworth, Dissonant Heritage: The Management of the Past as a 

Resource in Conflict (Wiley, 1996). 
4 Sharon Macdonald, “Undesirable Heritage: Fascist Material Culture and Historical Consciousness 

in Nuremberg,” International Journal of Heritage Studies, 12, no.1 (2006): 9-28; Difficult Heritage: 

Negotiating the Nazi Past in Nuremberg and Beyond (Routledge, 2009). 
5 Macdonald, Difficult Heritage, 1. 
6 William Logan and Keir Reeves, eds., Places of Pain and Shame: Dealing with ‘Difficult Heritage’ 

(Taylor and Francis 2009). 
7 Sandra Nauert, “The Linguistic and Cultural Interpretation of Dissonant Heritage,” Almatourism 

15 (2017): 16. 
8 Federico Bellentani and Mario Panico, “The Meanings of Monuments and Memorials: Toward a 

Semiotic Approach,” Punctum 2, no. 1 (2016): 35. 
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Panico: “The highly unsettling cases of contemporary exhumations of mass graves, 

on the one hand, expose the bare violence inscribed upon corpses and skeletons, 

which has to be traumatically absorbed by the affected communities (hot memory). 

War museums, on the other hand, are the (unstable) result of highly elaborated 

memory politics (cold memory).”9 The following discussion will consider how 

responses to Madrid’s Victory Arch are aligned with this framework and how its 

positioning as dissonant heritage has shifted over time within the context of broader 

debates about the material legacy of Francoism. 

 

Monuments to the “Fallen for God and Spain” 

 

Following the Nationalist victory in the civil war, the Franco regime sought 

to keep alive the memory of the conflict and, in particular, of those “fallen for God 

and Spain,” through multiple celebrations, commemorations and ritualised events, 

together with a profusion of myths and symbols.10 This saw statues, plaques, 

crosses and crucifixes appear in towns and cities throughout Spain, “in homage to 

and remembrance of the heroes, of the martyrs, of the fallen in the Crusade.”11 The 

figure of Franco, as Head of State, Head of Government and Supreme Commander 

of the Armed Forces, was central to this imagery, with the leader dominating the 

regime’s iconography, his image displayed prolifically in the media, on posters and 

in portraits, and in busts and statues. Statues of Franco and other key regime figures 

were part of a more generalised monumentalisation of the Nationalist victory that 

served to extol the victory, while reinforcing the division between victors and 

vanquished. The regime also commissioned buildings in the capital and elsewhere 

that were designed to further accentuate the regime’s power, echoing the 

architectural styles deployed by other right-wing regimes. 

These buildings and monuments, as physical reminders of the dictatorship, 

have sparked discussion and controversy, more so in recent years than in the early 

period of Spain’s transition to democracy following Franco’s death in 1975. During 

that period there was a collective focus on protecting what was a potentially fragile 

democratic political order, requiring that the memory of aspects of Spain’s recent 

past be put aside to facilitate a peaceful transition to democracy, described as a 

“negotiated burial of the past.”12 This was enshrined in the 1977 Amnesty Law, 
 

9 Francisco Ferrándiz and Marije Hristova, “Mass Grave Exhumation Sites as Agonistic Fora: A 

Comparative Study of Spain, Poland and Bosnia,” in Repensar el Pasado: La Memoria 

(trans)cultural Europea, ed. Marta Fernández Bueno and Johanna Vollmeyer (Dykinson, 2021): 

101. 
10 For detailed analysis of the symbolism deployed by the regime, see Zira Box, España, Año Cero. 

La construcción simbólica del franquismo (Alianza, 2010). 
11 Daniel Sueiro, La verdadera historia del Valle de los Caídos (Sedmay, 1976), 15. 
12 José F. Colmeiro, “Nation of Ghosts?: Haunting, Historical Memory and Forgetting in Post-

Franco Spain,” 452ºF: Revista de Teoría de la Literatura y Literatura Comparada 4 (2011): 25. 
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which both pardoned individuals charged with political crimes against the Franco 

regime, and guaranteed that those involved in the regime’s unlawful activities 

would not be brought to account for their past actions. This silencing of past 

injustices in the name of national reconciliation has often been termed a “pact of 

silence” or “pact of forgetting,” a period in which recognition of the events of the 

recent past was largely banished from the public domain. Viewed by some scholars 

as the best possible solution given the fraught social and political climate and 

criticised by others as impeding the establishment of a true social democracy, it 

without doubt resulted in the continued silencing of Republican memory that had 

been repressed under the regime.13 In a similar fashion, but with a different 

motivation, Spain’s past of war and dictatorship continued to be downplayed during 

the Socialist years (1982-1996), with the government’s cultural agenda focused on 

promoting Spain as a modern and forward-looking European democracy, meaning 

that addressing the country’s difficult past was not considered a priority. In terms 

of the material heritage of the regime, this period saw only subtle changes made to 

diminish the symbolism of some monuments by, for example, removing 

inscriptions or Francoist insignia.14 

 

Spain’s “Memory Boom” and Civic Activism 

 

It was not until the early 21st century that debates about the past became 

prominent in the cultural and political spheres, the period of the so-called “recovery 

of historical memory” and “memory boom” that saw a surge of renewed popular 

interest in the years of the civil war, dictatorship and transition.15 This period also 

saw the emergence of civic organisations seeking to give visibility to the victims of 

Francoist repression whose stories had long been silenced, with the most prominent 

of these the Asociación para la Recuperación de la Memoria Histórica 

(Association for the Recovery of Historical Memory, ARMH). Its establishment 

stemmed from co-founder Emilio Silva’s search for the grave containing the 

 
13 There are many analyses of the politics of the transition. As examples, see Madeleine Davis, “Is 

Spain Recovering its Memory? Breaking the Pacto del Olvido,” Human Rights Quarterly 27, no. 3 

(2005): 858-80; Josep M. Colomer, La transición a la democracia: El modelo español (Anagrama, 

1998); Paloma Aguilar Fernández, Justicia, política y memoria: Los legados del franquismo en la 

transición española (Instituto Juan March, 2001); Gregorio Morán, El precio de la transición. 

(Planeta, 1991); Michael Richards, After the Civil War: Making Memory and Re-making Spain Since 

1936 (Cambridge University Press, 2013). 
14 Jesús de Andrés, “Las estatuas de Franco, la memoria del franquismo y la transición política 

española,” Historia y Política 12 (2004): 164. 
15 Some scholars have questioned the appropriateness of the term “recovery of historical memory”; 

see Jo Labanyi, “The Politics of Memory in Contemporary Spain,” Journal of Spanish Cultural 

Studies 9, no. 2 (2008): 119-25; Ángel G Loureiro, “Pathetic Arguments,” Journal of Spanish 

Cultural Studies 9, no. 2 (2008): 225-37. 



40 

remains of his grandfather who was killed by Nationalist forces in October 1936. 

The grave containing the remains of Silva’s grandfather, together with those of 

twelve other victims, was exhumed in 2000, and Silva’s grandfather’s remains were 

identified by DNA tests in 2003. Following this first exhumation, hundreds of mass 

graves containing the remains of thousands of Republicans have been located and 

disinterred throughout Spain.16 In addition to the ARMH, many other memory 

activist associations have been established, including Foro por la Memoria (Forum 

for Memory) and a large number of smaller grassroots organisations focused on the 

memory of a specific group or site. 

These civic action groups have played an important role in advocating for 

the recognition of Francoist crimes by the government, with the two pieces of 

legislation passed at a national level particularly significant. The Law of Historical 

Memory of 2007 included recognition of victims on both sides of the war and a 

condemnation of Francoism, as well as clauses relating to the removal of plaques 

and symbols commemorating the war and dictatorship from public buildings. 

Building on the provisions of the earlier law, the Democratic Memory Law of 2022 

declared void the many thousands of convictions for military rebellion against 

Franco and pardoned victims who were sentenced due to their political and 

religious beliefs or sexual orientation. In terms of the physical vestiges of the 

dictatorship, the law mandated the removal of Francoist monuments and symbols 

from public spaces and the creation of a nationwide inventory of such material, 

permitting its preservation only where it held particular artistic and/or historical 

value. An expert technical body, the Comisión Técnica sobre Símbolos y Elementos 

Contrarios a la Memoria Democrática (Technical Commission on Symbols and 

Elements Incompatible with Democratic Memory), was established and charged 

with compiling this inventory, ensuring implementation of the legal provisions and 

evaluating cases for exceptions. The Victory Arch is one of the monuments included 

in the list under consideration by the commission. 

These pieces of legislation received significant criticism, with both falling 

short of the aspirations of historical memory activists, particularly in their failure 

to repeal the 1977 Amnesty Law and in their continued denial of state compensation 

to victims of human rights violations. Conversely, those against the laws argued 

that they were a source of unnecessary conflict and social division that sought to 

destroy the reconciliatory spirit of the transition.17 

 
16 For further details of the exhumations, see Francisco Ferrándiz, “Cries and Whispers: Exhuming 

and Narrating Defeat in Spain Today,” Journal of Spanish Cultural Studies 9, no. 2 (2008): 177–92; 

Layla Renshaw, Exhuming Loss: Memory, Materiality and Mass Graves of the Spanish Civil War 

(Left Coast Press, 2011). 
17 For extensive discussion of the memory laws and the role of memory activist groups in Spain, see 

Andrea Hepworth, “Memory Activism as Advocacy for Transitional Justice: Memory Laws, Mass 

Graves and Impunity in Spain,” The International Journal of Transitional Justice 17 (2023): 268-

85. 
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These polarised views have also characterised debates in the 21st century 

about the remaining physical heritage of the Franco regime, ranging from street 

names to inscriptions and insignia on buildings, from plaques to memorials, from 

statues in public spaces through to the gigantic mausoleum in Cuelgamuros that 

was Franco’s burial place. Many of these have now been removed or modified: for 

example, statues of Franco and other leaders have been removed from public 

spaces, the names of numerous streets and plazas have been changed, and 

memorials and crosses to the fallen have been taken down.18 However, despite the 

2022 law outlawing the public display of symbols and monuments commemorating 

the dictatorship, the ARMH and others have pointed out the continued existence of 

markers of the regime. The Victory Arch, which serves as a case study for this 

discussion, is one of these markers that continues to be contested and controversial. 

 

Madrid’s “University City” in the Spanish Civil War 

 

The Arch sits on the grounds of the Ciudad Universitaria (University City), 

a university compound of which development began in the late 1920s in order to 

enable the co-location of the different faculties of what was at the time the capital’s 

only university, the Universidad Central (Central University). Construction of the 

buildings of the new university campus was only partially complete at the time of 

the outbreak of the civil war in mid-1936. By later that year the university precinct 

would have become a frontline battlefield in the civil war, as Republican forces 

mounted a fierce defence of the capital against Franco’s advancing troops. The 

battles on this territory, which involved the use of light weapons through to mines 

and artillery, continued for nearly three years, with the eventual Republican defeat 

at the site pivotal to the fall of Madrid.19 

The battles waged on the university grounds resulted in extensive 

destruction of the newly built university buildings, with the Franco regime 

committing to extensive reconstruction work to enable the campus to reopen. The 

1943 inauguration of the partially reconstructed University City took place on the 

highly significant date of 12 October, known at that time as Día de la Raza (Day of 

the Race).20 Franco led the celebrations which were attended by large crowds and 

 
18 See, respectively, de Andrés, “Las estatuas”; Ulrike Capdepón, “Challenging the Symbolic 

Representation of the Franco Dictatorship: The Street Name Controversy in Madrid,” History & 

Memory Volume 32, no. 1 (2020): 100-130; Miguel Ángel del Arco Blanco, Crosses of Memory and 

Oblivion: The Monuments to the Fallen in the Spanish Civil War (1936-2022) (Routledge, 2023). 
19 For a detailed account of the battle for Madrid, see Manuel Chaves Nogales, La defensa de Madrid 

(Espuela de Plata, 2011). 
20 October 12 continues to be celebrated as the National Day of Spain, with this date marking the 

arrival of Columbus in the Americas in 1492. 
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saw the erection of an 18 metre high cross dedicated to the Francoist fallen,21 with 

the event described by del Arco as follows: “In the open air, and against a backdrop 

of a carefully staged fascist aesthetic, Franco recalled how the University City had 

been a battleground during the ‘Crusade,’ which had ‘soaked the earth with the 

generous blood of our fallen.’”22 

 

Design and Iconography of the Victory Arch 

 

The construction of Madrid’s Victory Arch and surrounding buildings 

would take more time, with design work for the precinct continuing during the 

1940s. The architectural style favoured by the architects and designers 

commissioned by the regime was largely aligned with the fascist architectural 

aesthetic deployed in Germany and Italy, characterised by a colossal, monumental 

style of building surrounded by open spaces suitable for holding commemorative 

events such as rallies and parades and to serve as a suitably grand site for the 

delivery of important speeches by the leader or other officials on key dates. While 

some scholars have pointed to a general failure of the Franco regime to successfully 

project a distinct architectural identity to the extent that Hitler and Mussolini were 

able to,23 others point to important exceptions to this assessment. In particular, 

Masot Menéndez has argued that in the sites of the Valley of the Fallen, now known 

as the Valley of Cuelgamuros, and the buildings in the Moncloa plaza, which 

includes the Victory Arch, “not only is a measured propaganda programme 

articulated around clearly ideologised spaces, but it is also done with a clear 

intention to follow the architectural and symbolic tenets of National Socialism.”24 

The ideological and symbolic intent in the design of the Victory Arch and 

surrounding buildings will be discussed further below; however, the very choice of 

the site on which these buildings stand was in itself highly deliberate and symbolic, 

an assertion of ideological dominance over a space that had become a symbol of 

antifascist resistance. 

The aesthetic of the Arch draws inspiration from classical Roman triumphal 

arches and similar European monuments, such as the Arc de Triomphe in Paris and 

the Arcul de Triumf in Bucharest, following the tradition of erecting such 

monuments to celebrate military victories. Its construction was completed in July 

 
21 Carolina Rodríguez-López, “Scenarios of Science and Symbols of the New State: Political 

Resignification of the University City of Madrid,” in Science, Culture and National Identity in 

Francoist Spain, 1939-1959, ed. A. M. Janué i Miret (Presas i Puig, 2021): 89. 
22 Del Arco, Crosses of Memory, 19. 
23 See Sofía Diéguez, “Arquitectura y urbanismo durante la Autarquía,” in Arte del Franquismo, ed. 

A. Bonet Correa (Cátedra, 1981): 51. Bonet Correa expresses a similar view in this volume. 
24 José Masot Menéndez, “Mitificación de Franco en el Arco de la Victoria” (Master diss., 

Universidad Nacional de Educación a Distancia, 2023), 18. 
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1956 to mark the twenty-year anniversary of the outbreak of the war. Designed by 

architects Modesto López Otero and Pascual Bravo Sanfeliú, the structure stands at 

approximately 40 metres in height, topped by a sculpture of the Roman goddess 

Minerva in a horse-drawn chariot. The monument consists of two narrow columns 

over eight floors, with its two marble staircases leading to an area conceived as a 

small exhibition space. While a viewing platform at the top of the monument is part 

of the design, this has never been opened to the public, and neither have the 

elevators installed to provide access ever been operational. The monument is 

inscribed with figures, dates and inscriptions, the symbolism of which has been 

extensively analysed by Masot Menéndez. Its two principal façades bear Roman 

numerals, one marking the years of the beginning and end of the civil War, 1936 

and 1939, and the other 1927 and 1956 to denote the founding of the university and 

its post-war reconstruction. It also features Latin inscriptions that celebrate both the 

Francoist military triumph and the reconstruction of the university campus in the 

surrounding area, referring to “the armies that were here victorious” and to Franco, 

the “Caudillo (Supreme Leader) of the Spanish people.” 

The original design of the Arch also intended that an equestrian statue of 

Franco be mounted on the pedestal at the front of the monument. However, by the 

time the monument was completed, plans had changed, with various sources 

indicating that this was due to the wishes of Franco himself, with the statue instead 

erected in a square outside the Housing Ministry in Madrid, where it remained until 

its removal in 2005.25 This change is reflective of a broader shift in the regime’s 

choice of symbolic iconography after the end of the Second World War as, in a 

climate of mounting international pressure, it sought to distance itself from the 

defeated Axis countries.26 This shift is summarised by del Arco as “a slow but 

steady decline in the more fascistic aesthetic elements of the dictatorship’s 

commemorative policies,”27 who also notes that fewer events such as inaugurations 

of monuments were held. In line with this, there was no official inauguration of 

Madrid’s Victory Arch, and the mounting of the statue of Franco in a Madrid plaza, 

rather than as part of the Victory Arch, attenuated its impact and symbolic 

significance. Likewise, both the name of the Arch and its inscriptions, described 

above, were modified, with the original design framing the monument more overtly 

as a tribute to Franco. In fact, Masot Menéndez notes that early models of the 

proposed monument explicitly designate it as a triumphal arch to honour Franco 

 
25 See de Andrés, “Las estatuas,” 169; Diéguez, “Arquitectura,” 92-93; López Otero, M. and Bravo, 

P., “El arco de la Victoria en la Ciudad Universitaria de Madrid,” Revista Nacional de Arquitectura 

179 (1956): 22. 
26 See de Andrés, “Las estatuas,” 172; Paloma Aguilar Fernández, Memory and Amnesia: The Role 

of the Spanish Civil War in the Transition to Democracy (Berghahn, 2008): 86. 
27 Del Arco, Crosses of Memory, 211. 
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and his armies, and Palacio Atard writes that one of the Latin inscriptions was to 

have dedicated the Arch to the regime’s leader.28 

 

The Moncloa Architectural Precinct 

 

The Victory Arch was never intended to stand alone as a tribute to the 

regime but, rather, to be part of a wider architectural precinct, designed to decisively 

redesignate public spaces formerly associated with Republican resistance as sites 

signifying the power of the regime. This included the construction of a monument 

to the Fallen of Madrid, a circular structure that was positioned to provide the 

backdrop to the Arch and be visible through its aperture, and a building built to 

house the Aviation Ministry, described by one scholar as “the ultimate monument 

of fascist art” in Spain.29 The latter was built on the site of the former Model Prison 

where the Republicans had held Nationalist prisoners, thereby replacing what had 

been a site of incarceration of Francoist fighters with a building glorifying the 

regime. Bricks from the destroyed prison also surrounded the circular monument 

to the fallen, thereby further emphasising the regime’s victory over the vanquished. 

The positioning of the Victory Arch and related buildings was thus both 

deeply intentional and highly symbolic, transforming a literal battlefield and the 

site of a key stronghold for the Republican defence of Madrid into a 

commemorative space for the victors. This strategic choice on the part of the regime 

is summarised by Carolina Rodríguez-López in the following terms: “That was one 

of the clear objectives of the reconstruction: to ensure that the winner’s mark . . . 

could always be identified.”30 As a monument that explicitly celebrates the 

Francoist victory in the Civil War, the Arch in particular has become a source of 

controversy and debate within the broader struggles over memory in 21st-century 

Spain. 

 

Contemporary Debates about the Victory Arch 

 

The Moncloa precinct continues to serve as a key gateway to Spain’s capital, 

with high volumes of commuter traffic passing through the area daily. It also 

remains home to a university campus, housing most of the faculties of Madrid’s 

Complutense University, along with some academic units of other tertiary 

 
28 Masot Menéndez, “Mitificación,” 60; Vicente Palacio Atard, Cinco historias de la república y de 

la guerra (Nacional, 1973), 140. 
29 A. Cirici, La estética del franquismo (Gustavo Gili, 1977) 74. Masot Menéndez’s study offers 

detailed analysis of the different buildings that comprise the precinct. 
30 Carolina Rodríguez-López, “Ruina y reconstrucción: La Ciudad Universitaria en la posguerra,” 

in Hacia el centenario: La Ciudad Universitaria de Madrid a sus 90 años, ed. Carolina 

Rodríguez-López and Jara Muñoz Hernández (Ediciones Complutense, 2018): 314. 
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institutions. Both the former Aviation Ministry and the Monument to Madrid’s 

Fallen continue to be used for official purposes, as the sites of the headquarters of 

Spain’s Air and Space Force and local municipal offices, respectively. However, 

these buildings do not present the same challenges as the Victory Arch, as they carry 

a far lesser symbolic load. The Arch itself has fallen into a state of disrepair in 

recent years, following many decades of neglect, environmental degradation, and 

vandalism. It has been the target of graffiti and paint attacks, both reaffirming and 

contesting the memory of Francoism, making it an example of monuments that del 

Arco has termed “symbolic fields of battle, attracting mutually opposing graffiti, 

inscriptions, and symbols,”31 evidencing the Arch’s status as dissonant heritage. 

There have been numerous calls for its demolition, generally led by the civil 

society memory activist groups. Most notably, the ARMH appealed directly to 

Socialist Prime Minister Pedro Sánchez in 2024 seeking his intervention for the 

Arch to be demolished. The ARMH has argued that the monument “celebrates the 

existence of hundreds of thousands of victims of Francoism” and, by glorifying the 

regime, continues to humiliate its victims and celebrate their suffering.32 Pointing 

to statements made by the Sánchez administration about the need to “regenerate 

democracy” in Spain, the ARMH has insisted that the demolition of the Victory 

Arch is an essential step in that process. 

However, such calls to eliminate or destroy physical reminders of the past 

in an attempt to obliterate dissonant heritage also spark dissent, and not solely on 

the part of those who might support the ideology represented. Critics of this 

approach warn that destruction or obliteration “risks whitewashing history by 

removing its traces, and permanently erases a key material witness to an earlier 

mnemonic regime.”33 In the case of Spain, destruction of the Victory Arch and other 

physical vestiges of Francoism risks erasing historical traces of the repressive 

regime and continuing to deny visibility to its victims. To counter this, the ARMH 

proposed that, following its demolition, the Arch be replaced with a new memorial 

to the victims of Francoism constructed on the same site, as a means of reclaiming 

a site of Republican antifascist resistance. 

 

The Victory Arch’s Heritage Status 

 

However, demolition of the Victory Arch has been dismissed as an option, 

with the buildings of the precinct holding the status of Bien de Interés Cultural 

 
31 Del Arco, Crosses of Memory, 27. 
32 “Piden a Pedro Sánchez que inicie la regeneración democrática retirando el Arco de la Victoria 

Franquista,” Asociación para la Recuperación de la Memoria Histórica, 7 May, 2024, 

https://memoriahistorica.org.es/?s=Arco+de+la+Victoria. 
33 Ann Rigney, “Decommissioning Monuments, Mobilizing Materialities,” in The Routledge 

Handbook of Memory Activism, ed. Yifat Gutman and Jenny Wüstenberg (Routledge, 2023), 82. 
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(Object of Cultural Interest). This designation is designed to offer protection for 

material heritage that is considered to hold particular value as historical, cultural or 

artistic artefacts. This status was conferred on all buildings in the precinct, rather 

than on the Arch individually, by the Comunidad de Madrid (Madrid regional 

government) in 1999 which, at that time, was governed by the conservative Popular 

Party. The Arch is therefore exempt from the provisions of the 2022 Democratic 

Memory Law and must remain in place and be maintained. The conferring of such 

heritage status to a site of contested history carries with it the risk of perceived 

official legitimisation, with the mandating of a monument’s preservation potentially 

equated with a confirmation of its value. Macdonald notes that this “heritage effect” 

may be seen to imply that a site “is being seen positively and even treasured”.34 

This perception needs to be carefully considered in the case of the Victory Arch and 

a future reinterpretation of the monument will need to carefully balance any 

perceived reaffirmation of the symbolic value bestowed on the Arch by the Franco 

regime. However, it is ultimately disingenuous to suggest that a monument that held 

such strong symbolic value under the dictatorship as a marker of the Nationalist 

victory and a celebration of the defeat of the Republic will be able to be fully 

disambiguated from its original political intent. 

 

Proposals to Reinterpret the Victory Arch 

 

With its preservation mandated, there is general consensus that at a 

minimum some physical restoration of the derelict Arch is required. This has 

become the responsibility of the Madrid City Council, to whom ownership of the 

Arch was transferred from the Complutense University in mid-2024. The Council 

approved a budget of 75,000 euros for repairs and improvements in 2025 and called 

for an assessment of the monument’s structural integrity to be undertaken, with 

further restoration work planned for 2026. However, debate continues over any 

further steps regarding the Arch’s future, with no confirmed plans for a wider 

reinterpretation or educational repurposing of the monument. Funding for a more 

ambitious project could also be problematic in a difficult economic context in which 

public spending attracts intense scrutiny. 

A number of alternative proposals for the Arch’s future have been put 

forward over recent years, calling for the monument to be reframed and 

reinterpreted as a memorial to all victims of the civil war and for the exhibition 

space inside the Arch to become an educative historical centre. For example, in 

2017 the Historical Memory Commissioner appointed by the City Council 

proposed that it house a small museum about the battle of Madrid in the civil war, 

also suggesting a renaming of the monument to Arco de la Memoria (Memory 

 
34 Macdonald, Difficult Heritage, 190. 
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Arch), echoing controversy and debates around the name of the avenue on which 

the Arch stands. Originally named Avenida de la Victoria (Victory Avenue) and then 

Avenida del Arco de la Victoria (Victory Arch Avenue), the street’s name was 

changed to Avenida de la Memoria (Memory Avenue) in 2017 to remove its 

association with the Francoist victory. However, in 2024, following a shift to the 

right in regional political leadership, it was renamed Avenida de la Concordia 

(Concord Avenue), a change that continues to be the subject of judicial challenge. 

 

Designating the Victory Arch as “Hot” or “Cold” 

 

The conflicts over the future of the Arch evoke the notion of monuments as 

“hot” or “cold,” with Madrid’s Victory Arch serving as an exemplar of how the 

reception of sites changes with shifts in the political and social climate. For many 

years, the Arch stood as a neutral element of the cityscape for many people, a “cold” 

landmark and a common meeting point by the Moncloa transport hub. Even today, 

while thousands of people pass by the Arch daily, many are apparently unaware of 

its historical significance.35 The fact that the Arch is sometimes referred to as the 

Puerta de Moncloa (Moncloa Gate) may also contribute to some misunderstanding, 

suggesting that it is comparable to the other historical entrances to the city, whereas 

the ancient royal gates to Madrid were constructed in the 18th and 19th centuries. 

The Arch is also somewhat distanced from the central urban nucleus of the capital; 

thus, while it is prominent as an entrance point to the city, it is outside of the 

principal commercial and tourist areas, making it less visible than a central 

landmark would be. It can therefore be argued that for many people, the Arch 

continues to sit at the “cool” end of the monumental spectrum, as a largely neutral 

landmark. Furthermore, its official status as an Object of Cultural Interest may 

contribute further to this perception, given that this designation privileges the 

cultural and artistic value of the monument over its historical and political 

significance. 

In contrast, for others the Arch is undeniably a “hot” monument that is 

central to the ongoing debates about the vestiges of Francoism. As noted above, the 

ARMH and others have called for its destruction or at the very least its 

reinterpretation. However, this is certainly not a uniformly held view, with other 

groups actively advocating for the preservation of such heritage. At the opposite 

end of the spectrum from the ARMH is the Asociación por la Reconciliación y la 

Verdad Histórica (Association for Reconciliation and Historical Truth), an 

organisation that has declared itself to be independent from any political party but 

is generally considered to be aligned with the right. This association is opposed to 

 
35 Itziar Reyero and Juan Fernández-Miranda, “Viaje a las entrañas del Arco de la Victoria,” ABC, 

March 15, 2017,  

https://www.abc.es/espana/abci-viaje-entranas-arco-victoria-201703150157_noticia.html. 
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the laws of historical and democratic memory, criticising them as one-sided, 

vengeful and guilty of falsifying history. It also opposes any attempts to remove or 

reinterpret symbols of Francoism, referring to such efforts as a “plundering of 

Spanish historical heritage under the guise of Historical Memory,”36 and seeks to 

counter this by advocating for multiple monuments to be given heritage protection 

and restored, including the Victory Arch. The contrasting positions of these two 

associations broadly reflect the stances of Spain’s political parties, with those on 

the left generally supporting moves to address the negative legacy of the 

dictatorship, and those on the right opposing such moves, with both the Partido 

Popular (People’s Party) and Vox having vowed to repeal the 2022 law had they 

been elected in the 2023 general elections. 

This level of polarisation evidences the continued lack of democratic 

consensus about the future of the Arch and, more broadly, about how to remember 

the Franco regime, making the case of Spain particularly fraught. In her discussion 

of how World War II has been publicly remembered in different European 

countries, Macdonald questions whether “difficult heritage” continues to be 

“difficult,” giving examples of instances in which its representation has been 

largely uncontroversial.37 While acknowledging that commemorating painful 

aspects of the past remains complex, Macdonald goes on to argue that there has 

been a shift towards acknowledging past wrongs and addressing difficult heritage, 

with an increasing public perception that such an approach is “the obviously right 

and proper thing to do,” an approach that enables “more nuanced forms of 

representation.”38 This remains hard to envisage in contemporary Spain, where 

commemoration of the civil war and dictatorship continues to provoke opposed 

emotional responses. This reminds us that while Spain is not alone in attempting to 

address its difficult past, with such struggles widespread globally and parallels in 

approaches and concepts apparent, the local context inevitably shapes responses 

and approaches. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The Victory Arch is firmly embedded in the spatial and symbolic cityscape 

of Madrid, with the monument and the wider precinct in which it stands 

unambiguously exemplifying the Franco regime’s aesthetic preferences and 

ideological intent. A symbol of victory and revenge, built on the literal battlefield 

 
36 “¿Quiénes somos?: Somos todo lo que quieren evitar,” Asociación por la Reconciliación y la 

Verdad Histórica, accessed September 5, 2025, https://verdadhistorica.org/quienes-somos/. 
37 Sharon Macdonald, “Is “Difficult Heritage” Still ‘Difficult’?: Why Public Acknowledgement of 

Past Perpetration May No Longer Be So Unsettling to Collective Identities,” Museum International 

67, no. 1-4 (2015): 16. 
38 Macdonald, “Is “Difficult Heritage” Still ‘Difficult’?, 13,19. 
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on which many lives were lost and which was a site of fierce Republican resistance, 

the Arch cannot be dismissed as a neutral element of the urban landscape. While it 

has the potential to be a powerful pedagogical site and a place of critical reflection 

on history and memory, such an outcome appears unlikely in the short term. The 

continued intensity of competing interpretations of the civil war and Francoism and 

the lack of consensus over Spain’s public memory means that the Arch, along with 

other remaining material heritage of Francoism, continues to stand as a “hot” 

monument, representing a dissonant and difficult heritage that remains the subject 

of fraught negotiation and intense debate. 

 


